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What The East Reveals About 
Recovery
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China and some of its neighbours (e.g. Korea) are further along in their COVID-
19 journeys, allowing us to look eastward for a glimpse into our futures.

Each market will be subject to unique circumstances that set it apart from 
Europe and the U.K., but we will focus on observations that are universally 
applicable for brands and consumers.

Whilst this can be used as one reference to inform future scenario planning, 
please note that it has not been tailored to the implications on specific 
industries.
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One down, two to go

Based on previous crises experienced 
in Asian markets, China should now 
be in a steady recovery phase. 
Analysts expect pent up Chinese 
consumer consumption to contribute 
to 15% GDP growth in Q2.

This gives us an opportunity to make 
use of successful responses to 
consumer patterns that we now know 
to be universal in the ‘Containment’ 
phase.

ACUTE
OUTBREAK

RECOVERY NEW  
NORMAL

Source: Bain & Company
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China is ahead of the pandemic 
curve, but the patterns are different 
to those we see in the UK
When attempting to transpose observations from East to West, it is 
important to highlight key factors in China that have influenced 
COVID-19's impact

Technology: Highly developed digital economy

Government: Authoritarian control over population helped contain 
the virus – very little left to individual choice

History: Strong memories of the SARS outbreak

Spread: Relatively few cases outside of Wuhan

Economy: Central government is pumping money into the economy 
every week to prevent economic slowdown
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The big question: to what extent can we treat 
China as a bellwether for European markets?
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Overall observations

1. Media behaviour is rebalancing
2. Media spend is bouncing back
3. Shopping has shifted to new channels and categories are being 

re-evaluated
4. There’s a big focus on short-term treating
5. People are wary of planning for the future
6. Many other behaviours are returning to normal
7. Fear of crowds is evident and overall worry isn’t dissipating
8. An emphasis is being placed on health and wellbeing
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1. Media consumption is 
rebalancing

Let’s start with something that’s 
arguably the least surprising.
Media consumption trends have shown 
that China has been a good predicter 
of media behaviour shifts across markets 
during lockdown, with more time being 
spent at home meaning large increases 
in video viewing, social media browsing 
and gaming.
This aspect of human behaviour when 
confined appears to be the easiest to 
plan for across markets.

Source: Statista April 2020

Worldwide Italy Spain France Germany China United 
States

Watching more news 
coverage

67% 67% 63% 50% 60% 77% 43%

Watching more 
shows/films on streaming 
services (e.g. Netflix)

51% 53% 58% 31% 21% 63% 42%

Watching more TV on 
broadcast channels

45% 55% 43% 53% 35% 46% 42%

Spending longer on 
messaging services (e.g. 
WhatApp, Facebook 
Messenger, etc)

45% 60% 61% 24% 22% 59% 17%

Spending longer on social 
media (e.g. Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter etc)

44% 52% 49% 27% 21% 50% 32%

Spending more time on 
computer/video games

36% 41% 48% 39% 21% 29% 29%

Consuming media at home due to the coronavirus worldwide 
2020, by country
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1. Media consumption is 
rebalancing

Now that restrictions are being eased in 
China, media behaviour is returning to 
levels pre-lockdown and is forecast to 
have largely rebalanced by June.
Given how closely media behaviour has 
been replicated across markets, we’d 
expect this trend to hold true for broad 
media consumption for the UK.

Source: GrouoM

Digital
Media

TV OOH

Significant increases 
for all digital 
content – especially 
for news, gaming, 
social, and 
connected TV 

Virtually no 
consumption

Increases across all 
dayparts as 
consumers are 
confined to the 
home

Phase 1:
Outbreak
(Jan-Mar)

Still the biggest time 
killer, less 
entertainment 
content, news and 
social dominant.

OOH formats 
in line points 
(between 
work and 
home)

As people return to 
work, daytime 
ratings drop whilst 
prime time ratings 
are sustained

Phase 2:
Recovery
(Mar-May)

Phase 3:
Stabilisation
(Jun 
onwards)

Gradually back to 
normal but some 
usage from 
lockdown remains.  
Content marketing 
recovery

Gradually 
back to 
normal

Back to normal 
usageQuestions to ask:

• How am I shaping my media plans to allow for 
behaviour shifts once recovery begins?

• Are there any media channels that have emerged 
during lockdown that I expect to maintain appeal 
in the future (e.g. TikTok, online gaming, etc)?

China media consumption trends observed and forecast
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2. Media spend is bouncing back

This is something that is very closely linked to the 
return to pre-outbreak media behaviours, as more 
movement in the country and economy entices more 
advertisers back to the market.
Following a tough Q1, April is an encouraging step in 
the recovery, with adspend firming up as we go 
through the month. 
Looking ahead, clients are focused on May 5th and 
June 18th as key occasions on the Chinese retail 
calendar to leverage their communications, and we 
are anticipating further recovery in adspend through 
these months.
If the outbreak in the UK lasts a similar period before 
recovery, it is likely that we will see a similar 
investment pattern.

Source: GrouoM

Questions to ask:
• With media inflation likely to occur once the 
recovery phase begins, what is the best way to 

approach flighting and budgeting for the rest of 
the year?
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3. Shopping has shifted 
to new channels and 
categories are being 
re-evaluated

Source: Kantar Worldpanel China; Kantar Worldpanel UK

This has been an enforced measure 
for most, as normal shopping habits 
have been changed by restrictions.
China has reported significant shifts 
to digital commerce in a market 
where the digital infrastructure is 
more advanced than most.   Small, 
local shops have also benefitted at 
the expense of large supermarkets, 
mirrored in the UK.

China shifts in shopping spends across retail category

UK shifts in shopping spends across retail category
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3. Shopping has shifted 
to new channels and 
categories are being 
re-evaluated

Source: Kantar

Winning and losing categories have 
also been consistent, with obvious 
challenges in travel and OOH 
entertainment and obvious booms 
in home entertainment and 
hygiene.
Based on large scale consumer 
panels, Kantar is predicting that the 
worst hit categories will find it hard 
to re-enter the market as consumer 
confidence remains fragile. But it 
must be stressed that understanding 
longer term winners and losers is 
largely guesswork at the moment: 
what people say is often not what 
they do.

China category forecast of long term winners and losers in the recovery phase

Questions to ask:
• Is consumer confidence likely to be high or low in 

my category? 
• How long will we therefore need to sustain our 

current course of action before returning to a pre-
COVID strategy?
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4. There’s a big focus on 
short-term treating

Source: Kantar

There’s a clear yearning for things completely denied 
during the lockdown, from simple everyday luxuries 
such as going to the hairdressers, to more extravagant 
impulses such as travel.
For example, during lockdown, travel documentary 
viewership increased by over 20%, with all top online 
video platforms increasing their travel-related content, 
allowing the people to travel from home.  According to 
Reuters, there has been growth of over 230% in 
bookings for domestic flights for June.

China spending intentions by category in the recovery phase

Questions to ask:
• Are my operations and my availability poised for a 

sudden surge in demand (esp. if demand has been 
in hibernation)?

• How can my brand help celebrate / welcome back 
customers to the category?
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5. People are wary of 
planning for the future

With a looming global recession, it's safe to say that 
financial security will be top of mind for consumers across 
the globe.

But the size of the shift between pre-COVID and post-
COVID attitudes can differ depending on the generation.

Becky Li, a top-tier Chinese influencer, stated 
that she’s noticed greater attention being paid 
to “the importance of saving” among the 
Chinese millennial class. “My team members are 
mostly post-1990 and post-1995 youngsters, and they 
all agreed that they wouldn’t spend carelessly anymore,” 
she states. (Source: MediaCom China).

Questions to ask:
• How are my specific audience(s) reacting to future 

uncertainty and what does this mean for 
communicating to them?
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6. Many other behaviours are 
returning to normal

Questions to ask:
• Which behaviours did my brand rely on before the 

pandemic and how might these be affected once 
we hit the recovery stage?

• How might this impact points of influence along the 
purchase journey?

China is by no means out of the woods yet, but early 
indications show that most behaviours are resetting 
quickly.  More than 50% of Chinese employees are 
back at work, and 90% of large companies.
Furthermore, demand for materials such as coal and 
steel are back up. According to Goldman Sachs, coal 
consumption from electricity producers is on the rise 
and only 10% behind last year.
Despite the crisis, 68% of Chinese consumers have 
reportedly not cut back on spending during lockdown.  
CPG/FMCG growth rates have returned to the levels 
seen pre-lockdown, with the recovery taking 6 weeks.
Given China’s recent exposure to the SARS epidemic, 
this may be symptomatic of having lived through similar 
experiences which may not be directly translatable to 
European markets.

China growth rate of CPG/FMCG companies pre and post 
acute outbreak phase

Source: Kantar



1515

7. Fear of crowds is 
evident and overall 
worry isn't dissipating

Source: MediaCom China Weekly Consumer Sentiment Tracker, powered by YouGov

Questions to ask:
• What impact will increased caution have on my 

category post-lockdown?
• What impact will self-imposed social distancing have 

on media channels in the recovery phase?

26
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26

28

29

31

Week 1
(20 Feb)

Week 2
(27 Feb)

Week 3
(5 Mar)

Week 4
(12 Mar)

Week 5
(19 Mar)

Week 6
(26 Mar)

Week 7
(2 Apr)

China consumer sentiment tracker: agree with the 
statement ‘I am very scared that I will contract the 
Coronavirus (COVID-19)’

Despite life gradually returning to normal, there is a 
growing fear in China that the virus will return as 
restrictions are eased.
This is having an impact on how people conduct 
their daily lives.  Taxi hailing continues to increase as 
people avoid using public transport to limit 
exposure (+7% week 7 vs week 1 of the outbreak), 
with a continued growth in meals at home (+17% 
week 7 vs week 1 of the outbreak).
So while numerous aspects of a normal life return, 
contact with strangers and crowds is still treated 
with a high degree of caution.
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8. Greater emphasis is 
being placed on health 
and wellbeing

Source: WARC

The SARS epidemic saw short-term increases in 
health and well-being activities across affected 
countries. In the case of COVID-19, this impact is 
likely to be longer-term.
Whilst we will still need to monitor actual 
behaviour, almost 60% of Chinese consumers have 
expressed a willingness to increasing their 
spending in medical treatments post-COVID.
This is supported by commercial medical 
insurance consultations and high-end policies –
both of which have seen a sharp increase in 
sales across all of China's city tiers. (source: 
Jingdaily).

Becoming healthier and more fit in Greater China post-SARS
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8. Greater emphasis is 
being placed on health 
and wellbeing

Nike China was first to make their Nike Training Camp app 
and its contents free to users. This not only resulted in an 80% 
increase in engagement across all of Nike's activity apps, but 
it also resulted in increased usage of Nike's eCommerce app.
The fact that an increased emphasis on health is likely to be 
longer-lasting, Nike's move has not only served it well during 
lockdown, but post-lockdown.
The NTC app has also benefited from a 'forced' trial period 
on a mass scale and the lockdown has lasted long enough 
to cultivate new workout habits.

Questions to ask:
• How can my brand help consumers adopt positive behaviours 

now that will still be relevant post-lockdown?
• How can my brand align itself with a more health conscious 

lifestyle?
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Summary of observations and questions to ask
Media behaviour is rebalancing
How am I shaping my media plans to allow for behaviour shifts once 
recovery begins?
Are there any media channels that have emerged during lockdown 
that I expect to maintain appeal in the future (e.g. TikTok, online 
gaming, etc)?

Media spend is bouncing back
With media inflation likely to occur once the recovery phase begins, 
what is the best way to approach flighting and budgeting for the rest 
of the year?

Shopping has shifted to new channels and categories are being re-
evaluated
Is consumer confidence likely to be high or low in my category?
How long will we therefore need to sustain our current course of 
action before returning to a pre-COVID strategy?

There’s a big focus on short-term treating
Are my operations and my availability poised for a sudden surge in 
demand (esp. if demand has been in hibernation)?
How can my brand help celebrate / welcome back customers to the 
category?

People are wary of planning for the future
How are my specific audience(s) reacting to future uncertainty 
and what does this mean for communicating to them?

Many other behaviours are returning to normal
Which behaviours did my brand rely on before the pandemic 
and how might these be affected once we hit the recovery 
stage?
How might this impact points of influence along the purchase 
journey?

Fear of crowds is evident and overall worry isn’t dissipating
What impact will increased caution have on my category post-
lockdown?
What impact will self-imposed social distancing have on media 
channels in the recovery phase?

An emphasis is being placed on health and wellbeing
How can my brand help instil positive behaviours that are 
relevant post-lockdown?
How can my brand align itself with a more health 
conscious lifestyle?
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Thank you.
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