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Capturing digital growth opportunities

I am pleased to present you with this sev-
enth edition of expand, DKSH’s annual 
magazine that explores topics and issues 
related to Market Expansion Services. To 
reflect the theme of this edition, we have 
revisited the design to make the magazine 
even more modern and dynamic.  
 
The Market Expansion Services (MES) in-
dustry has seen yet another year of promis-
ing growth, despite revised economic 
prospects and increased uncertainty in 
emerging markets. The sector remains one 
of the most prosperous areas in the out-
sourcing industry, offering further growth 
opportunities for MES providers, their cli-
ents and customers.   
 
With digitization perceived as the major 
topic of the 21st century, we have made 
this the focus of this edition of expand. In 
the first section, we will explore how digiti-
zation is impacting business, delving into 
various aspects such as marketing through 
social media, using technology to enhance 
customer relationships and e-commerce.  
 
Following this, we will look at the current 
major stories unfolding in our industry. We 
will show how to stay successful in Asia’s 
increasingly competitive markets and dis-
cuss if emerging market bashing is impact-
ing our business. In the final section, we 
will then take a step back and look at  
longer-term issues in Asia.  

Dr. Joerg Wolle 
President & CEO

Digitization offers increased opportunities 
for companies to enhance growth, im-
prove efficiencies and develop their busi-
ness operations in new and existing mar-
kets, and yet many companies lack the 
necessary resources and capabilities need-
ed to drive a digital strategy. But as we will 
see in the following articles, Market 
Expansion Services providers can offer an 
integrated approach combining both tradi-
tional and digital market expansion strate-
gies and are therefore valuable partners in 
driving digitization and offering an omni- 
channel approach.  
 
We hope that the articles in this magazine 
provide you with inspiration and insight. If 
you have any comments on the topics that 
we cover in the magazine, please let us 
know at communications@dksh.com 
 
 
With best regards,   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Joerg Wolle  
President & CEO

Dear readers,
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Doing business
  in Taiwan

FactBox

About Taiwan

 › Capital Taipei

 › Size 36,000 sqkm

 › Population 23,392,036 
  (June 2014)

 › Currency Taiwan Dollar (TWD)

 › Language Mandarin, Taiwanese, 
  Hakka and various 
  indigenous dialects

 › GDP USD 929.5 billion 
  (2013)

 › GDP per capita USD 35,604 (2013)

 › International 
 airports  Taiwan Taoyuan, 

Kaohsiung and Taipei  
(Songshan)

 › Major ports Kaohsiung, Keelung 
  and Taichung
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Located off the southeast coast of China, 
Taiwan is known worldwide for its ad-
vanced electronics and computer chip ex-
ports. Although Taiwan’s manufacturing 
strength has dipped in recent years as 
global demand slowed, export growth has 
revived in 2014. In addition, a strengthen-
ing stock market, rising private consump-
tion and an increase in tourism, particularly 
from China, enabled Taiwan’s economy to 
grow 3.84% in the second quarter of 
2014, its strongest quarter since the end of 
2012.   
 
This solid economic data encouraged the 
Taiwan Institute of Economic Research to 
forecast 3.23% GDP growth for 2014. 
Government plans to further liberalize the 
economy, and the launch of 4G wireless  
 
 
 
 
 
services are projected to promote private in- 
vestment and strengthen growth potential. 
 
Beyond the brightening economic land-
scape, Taiwan is a haven for natural adven-
ture. Since pre-history, tectonic move-
ments have fashioned the island’s photo-
genic mountain peaks, river valleys and 
rugged coastlines. Even a short visit will 
explain why Portuguese settlers named it 
Ilha Hermosa (Beautiful Island), and why 
Taiwan received a record eight million visi-
tor arrivals in 2013.  
 
A competitive retail sector  
Robust consumer sales and healthy in-
bound tourism present a positive outlook 
for the retail sector. “Taiwan’s consumer 
goods markets are highly competitive. 
Numerous brands compete in all product 
segments, and there is a strong focus on 
price competition,” says Rita Lip, Managing 
Director Hong Kong, Asia Pacific Distributor 
Markets and Global Travel Retail for 
Revlon. “Consumers have a great deal of 
choice, and younger shoppers like to try 

new, interesting products. They are also 
very influenced by trends in Japan and 
Korea, so brands need to be innovative to 
keep pace with fast-changing consumer 
sentiment.”  
 
Revlon, a world-leading purveyor of mod-
ern cosmetics, hair colors, fragrances, skin 
care and beauty care products, has a 
long-established presence in Taiwan. It has 
developed a reputation among Taiwanese 
shoppers for high-quality products, and a 
commitment to research and develop-
ment, and quality assurance.  
 
More recently, Revlon has reassessed its 
strategy for a changing consumer land-
scape. “Over the last five years, we have 
invested a lot of effort into positioning  
 
 
 
 
 
Revlon as a dynamic, bold and innovative 
brand. As a long-standing international 
brand in Taiwan, we wanted to reinvigo-
rate our image for a market that is getting 
younger,” says Rita Lip.  
 
Revlon targets Taiwan’s opinion-leading 
20+ year-old consumers. It has developed 
products with many color choices and 
high-quality, attractive packaging, and has 
utilized new technologies to embellish its 
in-store merchandising. Celebrity ambas-
sadors, including movie star Emma Stone, 
help reinforce the appeal of its vibrant 
beauty products for the target demo-
graphic.  
 
Taiwanese customers are tech-savvy, and 
smartphone ownership and internet acces-
sibility is high. “We have executed interac-
tive marketing campaigns and customer 
testimonials with strong viral appeal via 
social media platforms, and have distribut-
ed make-up trend videos to inspire the tar-
get market. In addition to digital media, 
we retain a strong presence in key fashion 

and lifestyle magazines,” says Rita Lip. 
 
Online sales of cosmetic and beauty prod-
ucts are increasing, but Revlon remains 
committed to strengthening its in-store 
engagement. “Girls still like to see, touch 
and try products before they buy, so it is 
important to strengthen relationships with 
customers who come to the stores,” notes 
Rita Lip.  
 
Revlon and DKSH began working together 
in Taiwan in April 2014, and the collabora-
tion is proving beneficial. “We appreciate 
the commitment and transparency of the 
DKSH team, and its strong infrastructure 
which has supported our business devel-
opment,” says Rita Lip. “It takes time to 
build collaboration, and it has not been 
easy as the logistics are complex and the 
planning time was quite short. However, 
we have had positive discussions about our 
priorities for the first three years, and have 
confidence that we can develop sustain-
able and aggressive business growth to-
gether via a strong win-win partnership.” 
 
As Taiwan’s economy sails towards calmer 
waters, the opportunities and challenges 
may overlap but long-term planning is es-
sential. “It’s important to create a five to 
ten year business plan,” says Rita Lip. 
“Taiwan is an established and competitive 
economy, so you need to be clear about 
how your products and services can be dif-
ferentiated. There isn’t one particular win-
ning formula to establish a foothold, so 
new entrants should learn about and bet-
ter understand Taiwan’s changing consum-
er culture.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: the views expressed in this article are 
those of Rita Lip, and do not necessarily  
reflect the views of the Revlon company.

Rita Lip, Managing Director Hong Kong, Asia Pacific Distributor 

Markets and Global Travel Retail for Revlon, tells expand about  

Taiwan’s competitive retail sector, and the need for an omni-

channel approach to connect with consumers.

Doing business in Taiwan 07

“Consumers have a great deal of choice, and younger shoppers like  
to try new, interesting products.”
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Asia’s economic renaissance coincided 
with the age of new technology, but 
the digitization megatrend is now re-
shaping the business landscape.   
 
Inarguably, we live in a tech-driven world. 
The computerization of information is im-
pacting the nature of business interaction, 
while virtual connectedness is facilitating 
the way that global and Asian companies 
strategize for growth. Technology is also 
driving new levels of interactivity between 
company teams, suppliers and clients.  
 
It’s not just business that is being shaped 
by digitization. Technological advances 
drive almost every aspect of urban life, 
ranging from remotely controlled home 
appliances, automated parking facilities 
and shopping mall transactions to subway 

ticketing, banking facilities and street-front 
HD advertising. And, of course, metropoli-
tan social connectivity is facilitated by 24/7 
access to the internet courtesy of smart-
phones, tablets and PCs. Even cameras, 
cars, TVs and wearable technology now 
enable Asian urbanites to stay connected. 
At the same time, the digital interface be-
tween consumers and businesses is be-
coming seamless, making technology an 
indispensable aspect of living and working.  
 
Meeting Asia’s digitization challenge 
“Digitization is perceived as the major topic 
of the 21st century. Companies are adapt-
ing their strategies and business models to 
cope with challenges and opportunities 
arising from the digital age,” notes the 
Digitization And The Market Expansion 
Services Industry: Driving Growth Through 

How digitization 
  is driving change in Asia

Technological advances drive almost every aspect of urban life, like HD advertising in Bangkok’s subway.
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An Omni-Channel Approach report, pub-
lished in 2014 by DKSH and Roland Berger 
Strategy Consultants. “Digitization offers 
increased opportunities for companies to 
enhance growth, improve efficiencies and 
develop their business operations in new 
and existing markets.”  
 
One of the key challenges of digitization is 
predicting its impact on a business not just 
now, next year or even in five years – but 
further into the future. The Market 
Expansion Services (MES) report notes that 
in order to remain competitive, companies 
operating in Asia must actively anticipate 
the impact of digitization on their business 
at a time when the global penetration of 
digital commerce is still below 5% of total 
sales, and only certain product categories 
have proven successful for digitization. 
 
In addition to the predictive issues, the 
speed and scale of technological infra-
structure growth in Asia can seem over-
whelming, especially as businesses are at 

different stages of their digital journeys, 
and are pursuing strategies that corre-
spond to their own digital readiness and 
corporate objectives. The capacity and effi-
cacy of a business to navigate mobile 
e-commerce (or mobile commerce), busi-
ness intelligence and smart infrastructures 
will likely have a significant short- to mid-
term impact on companies and customers 
and on the way of doing business.  
 
In this mind-blowingly fragmented digital 
sphere, business intelligence is a key differ-
entiator. Gathering, managing, structuring 
and optimizing information has become a 
competitive imperative. The Harvard 
Business Review recently noted that com-
panies that embrace internal and external 
data, and structure this information to cre-
ate value-added insights and intelligence 
gain a clear competitive advantage.   
 
Three megatrends influencing expan-
sion in Asia  
So how do businesses prepare themselves 
to compete in differentiated market condi-
tions? The DKSH/Roland Berger MES re-
port identifies three emerging megatrends 
driving the digitization of commerce and 
consumerism in Asia: growing middle 
classes with enhanced spending power, in-
creasing intra-regional trade and the trend 
towards outsourcing.   
 
To a considerable degree, these three 
megatrends overlap, and this contiguity is 
helping formulate digital business strate-
gies. Chief executives realize that while 
digitization is enhancing traditional busi-
ness models, it does not alter basic busi-
ness logic, that is to say, interacting with 
customers and selling them products. 
Market conditions and consumer land-
scapes may change, but trusted emerging 
market business principles are timeless, 
such as requiring a strong local presence, 
expertise and know-how, and building a 
clear vision about managing and optimiz-
ing the entire value chain.  
 

Growing middle class. The key drivers of 
consumption growth in Asia are increasing 
population, declining unemployment rates 
and a growing middle class with greater 
more disposable income. “In combination 
with higher levels of education, the trend 
toward urbanization and improved health 
awareness, this development has led to a 
trade up from necessities and standard 
products to convenient and branded quali-
ty products,” notes the DKSH/Roland 
Berger report.   
 
Increasing intra-regional trade in Asia.  
Exports between leading emerging mar-
kets are also driving economic growth. The 
DKSH/Roland Berger report notes that 
Asia’s integration with the global economy 
was driven by exports to the United States 
and the European Union, but intra-regional 
trade within Asia lagged behind. “The last 
global financial crisis and the still relatively 
low growth rates in Western markets have 
changed the focus of emerging com- 
panies. The regional Asia Pacific markets 
are becoming more attractive for expan-
sion to Asian manufacturers,” as well as 
for Western companies. The establishment 
of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
in 2015 is expected to further boost intra- 
Asian trade.  
 
Trend toward outsourcing. Companies 
today operate in a “VUCA world” – where 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and am-
biguity complicate business interactions.  
Operating in fiercely competitive markets,  
and confronted by constant cost pressures 
and intangible risks, firms are focusing on 
their core competencies and are outsourc-
ing more links in their value chain to inte-
grated MES providers. “For many market  
players, “going it alone” as they enter or 
develop foreign markets poses too high a 
risk, so trusted partners are increasingly 
being seen as the more rational solution,” 
says the DKSH/Roland Berger report.  
 
 
 

Focus: digitization 09

Technological advances drive almost every aspect of urban life, like HD advertising in Bangkok’s subway.
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Extra layers of complexity  
As international and regional companies 
expand their operations in Asia, digitiza-
tion is integral to their outlook. The oppor-
tunities that digitization presents are innu-
merable, but companies that have grown 
in previous years and decades should not 
disregard the invariable elements of busi-
ness logic, especially as digital penetration 
is still very low.  
 
“Digitization makes a lot of business pro-
cesses smarter and more efficient, such as 
website transactions, payment manage-
ment and marketing directly to consum-
ers,” says Claudio Tiziani, Project Manager 
for Strategy at DKSH. “However, it often 
gets forgotten that traditional market ex-
pansion is challenging and digitization can 
add extra layers of complexity. This actually  
increases the need for a strong local pres-
ence, not just to distribute and sell prod-
ucts, but to analyze markets and patterns 
of behavior, and interface with clients and 
customers.”     

The digitization of consumer  
purchasing
 
• Around 1% of all product sales in 
  Asia are via e-commerce, compared 
 to 50% through traditional trade 
 and nearly 50% in modern trade
• Technology research company For- 
 rester Research predicts that, by 
  2017, half of all smartphone users 
  will also be mobile shoppers
• In China, online retail revenues  
 totaled USD 296.57 billion in 2013, 
  an increase of 41.2% from 2012
• In India, the e-commerce market has 
  grown from USD 2.5 billion in 2009  
 to almost USD 16 billion in 2013
• By 2020, 450 billion daily B2B and  
 B2C transactions via the internet are  
 estimated worldwide ships with the  
 company.

Shifting patterns of consumer demand are 
helping to transform the supply of prod-
ucts in Asian markets, and this enhances 
the need to develop an approach to ser-
vice delivery which seamlessly integrates 
both offline and online channels, a so-
called omni-channel approach. Customer 
interaction is a rising priority, too. In addi-
tion to combining and fine-tuning tradi-
tional and digital methods of service deliv-
ery, confronting fluctuating consumer 
landscapes presents a clear and present 
challenge.   
 
For this reason, customer profiling is a ris-
ing priority in Asia. Confronting shifting 
consumer landscapes is increasingly tricky, 
and the ubiquity and multiplicity of appli-
cations of consumer technology has ele-
vated Asian customer expectations.   
 
Across the region, tech-savvy consumers 
expect real-time connectivity with brands 
and high-quality product and service provi-
sion. If they are not satisfied, consumers 
will quickly post negative messages via so-
cial networks. In the same way, if they are 
satisfied, they will digitally send recom-
mendations to their families, friends and 
peers. It is important to recognize, howev-
er, that for both negative and positive re-
sponses, viral word-of-mouth travels ex-
tremely fast, and can have a strong impact 
on consumer sentiment.  
 
Segmenting and targeting in Asian mar-
kets is aided by business intelligence, 
which provides added value to consumer  
research, analysis and communications.  
“Big data has become more important, 
and structured data enables market trends 
to be more easily identified,” says Claudio 
Tiziani. “In turn, product and service devel-
opment life cycles have become much  
faster.”  
 
Anticipating future trends  
Essentially, companies are trying to antici-
pate and stay ahead of changes in Asian 
markets, and utilizing expert Market 

Expansion Services empowers them to be 
fully prepared to serve their customers as 
consumer markets evolve. “Digitization 
moves at different speeds across Asia, and 
the sophistication of services may need to 
be adjusted for each different market,” 
says Claudio Tiziani.   
 
In addition to external factors, the internal 
digitization process is dynamic, and every 
company needs to move at its own pace to 
standardize its processes and platforms. 
The business world does not stop and wait 
for companies to keep pace, however.  
 
“While adapting its internal processes and 
systems, a company may need an expert 
service provider to help it realize the op-
portunities arising from digitization, espe-
cially in foreign markets,“ says Claudio 
Tiziani. “Clients want to focus on core 
competencies, such as brand building and 
product R&D, but need a partner that can 
provide expert strategic advice and sup-
port in other areas. In this way, they can 
customize their offering for a particular 
Asian market.”

Graham Laing is a business and economics 
writer who covers different markets in Asia 
Pacific.

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   8 20.10.14   16:35



The connective benefits of social me-
dia are diversifying as companies com-
bine interactive marketing with the 
creative sharing of information.   
 
It is less than a decade since marketing 
managers began to explore the potential 
of social networks as a way to promote 
their products, but already it has emerged 
as an increasingly influential complementa-
ry route for connecting with affluent, 
brand-aware “digital consumers” within 
an omni-channel marketing approach. 
Social media offers a variety of innovative 
platforms and techniques to raise brand 
profiles, and nowhere is this transition 
more apparent than in Asia, where the 
growth and sophistication of social net-
working has surged over the last couple of 
years.   
 
In 2013, for example, 29% of users on 
Facebook were from Asia Pacific, accord-
ing to company data, making it Facebook’s 
biggest region and its most engaged user- 
base. Asia Pacific is also Facebook’s fastest- 
growing region, with monthly active users 
(MAUs) up 23.5% year-on-year – com-
pared to increases of just 4.1% in North 
America, and 8% in Europe.  
 

Marrying social media and sales  
As important as outright growth is the fact 
that social media in Asia Pacific is proving 
an adept tool for translating user activity 
into sales. A recent report by networking 
analysts L2 noted that while European and 
US companies continue to suffer from 
poor customer acquisition rates and tiny 
returns on social media investments, in 
China and Asia “a proliferation of loyalty 
and commerce initiatives [suggest] the 
marriage of social media and sales is now a 
real possibility.” As a result, the region has 
become the global focus for social com-
merce innovation.    
 
There are various reasons driving social 
media engagement. Firstly, marketing in 
Asia tends to strongly favor word of mouth, 
especially in northeastern countries. 
Secondly, use of smartphones, which are 
ideally suited for communicating over so-
cial networks, is high – and rising. In addi-
tion, Kimberly de Geer, a digital marketing 
specialist with DLG luxury-brand consul-
tants, notes: “young Asian citizens spend 
more time connected than young consum-
ers in western markets. Brands often use 
social media to connect with consumers in 
Asia because web pages tend to be slow 
to load, [especially] in some markets.” 

Facebook, which has the most MAUs 
across the region, remains the go-to net-
work for top brands, together with Twitter. 
In general, however, Asia’s social media 
market remains quite fragmented, with in-
dividual countries often dominated by 
homegrown platforms. In China, where 
Facebook is blocked, Sina’s phenomenally 
successful Weibo microblogging service 
(similar to Twitter) emerged in 2010 as the 
dominant platform. Although Weibo has 
been slow to diversify its operations out-
side China, it remains a frontrunner for so-
cial network marketing in Asia, with more 
than 60% of brands maintaining a pres-
ence, according to L2.   
 
“The opportunities on Weibo are so big in 
terms of branding and communications. It 
is the platform where you get the big vol-
umes, because it’s where most of the peo-
ple are,” says Xavier Robert, International 
Brand Manager at Maurice Lacroix, a Swiss 
watchmaker majority-owned by DKSH. 
 
More recently, the action has begun to mi-
grate elsewhere, most notably towards 
smartphone-based messaging apps, such 
as China’s fast-growing WeChat (also 
known as Weixin) and Japan’s Line, which 
employs a chat service embellished with a 

Marketing via 
  social media channels

Focus: digitization 11

The new wave in social marketing for brands like Tiger Balm is to engage and influence consumers via messaging platforms.
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library of cute emoticons that have strong 
appeal for Asian consumers.       
 
Broad-based mobile portals  
Why the shift? Certainly more and more 
Asian consumers are now using handheld 
devices to access the internet, providing an 
ever-growing audience for smartphone- 
oriented social media apps. To a certain ex-
tent, this reflects lifestyle changes.   
  
“It’s not only that more people are using 
mobile phones, or that the mobile technol-
ogy has improved, it’s the fact that more 
of the spare fragmented time is now spent 
on smartphones,” says Jackey Ho, Head of 
Strategic Planning for over-the-counter 
and consumer health at DKSH in Shanghai. 
“People have less time to spend at home 
or any fixed place to use a computer to go 
online. They are always ‘on the run’, so a 
lot of them will use mobile devices to com-
municate with each other.”  
 
Another factor is that messaging platforms 
have proven more dynamic and more inno-
vative than their largely PC-based counter-
parts. Both Line and (especially) WeChat 
are developing complex, customizable 
ecosystems offering a wide variety of alter-
native functions – from gaming to blog-
ging to shopping and payment fulfillment 
– aimed at allowing users to meet most of 
their online needs without leaving the 
messaging platform. As a by-product of 
this shift, companies now have more ways 
to market their products and, just as import- 
antly, to target specific types of consumers. 
     
The result is that Asia’s messaging plat-
forms are rapidly transforming into broad-
based mobile portals with astonishing 
growth rates, even as usage of longer- 
established networks begins to stagnate. 
Sina Weibo, for example, saw a 70% de-
cline in postings in the second half of 2013 
in the wake of a government crackdown 
against prominent users and a backlash at 
increasing amounts of spam and celebrity 
endorsements on the site.   

The healthcare social media campaign in China   
Hiruscar is a healthcare product used for healing scars that was the subject of a suc-
cessful social media campaign in China in 2013 run by DKSH China. First, a brand 
zone was created on Yoka.com, a popular Chinese health and beauty website. This 
was then used, in combination with a Weibo promotion, to recruit a 50-strong target 
audience featuring various types of scars who were willing to trial the product over a 
two-month period. Participants submitted weekly pictures as they used the cream, 
with one selected as the winner of a holiday in Thailand.   
 
The trial generated a critical mass of interest by creating spontaneous word-of-mouth 
discussions between participants, their friends and other Yoka and Weibo users. 
These were amplified by posting the history of the trial (including before/after pho-
tos) on Yoka, Weibo, and various blogs and bulletin boards. In addition, key opinion 
leaders and internet celebrities were recruited to trial the product and write evalua-
tion reports across the various media. Hiruscar’s initiative generated 126,000 page 
views and more than 1,500 comments, far exceeding initial targets. In addition, ma-
terial generated by the trials was used in company sales kits and training manuals.  

“Weibo is usually used just as a platform 
for marketing messages, but a lot of junk 
Weibo is now sent every day, and it just 
gets deleted, so there’s no interaction,” 
says Jackey Ho. “WeChat, however, is a 
one-to-one platform. Users will only add 
or join if a group of other users is interest-
ing to them, so it’s more precise and fo-
cused.”  
 
As ever, first-mover advantage makes in-
cumbents hard to displace, and this could 
prove a hindrance to Chinese platforms 
that until recently have been slow to move 
abroad. Their technical sophistication may 

not be enough to dislodge competitors 
that are now well established across Asian 
and global markets. Facebook, which ac-
quired the Whatsapp messaging service, 
has by far the largest user-base across all 
Asian markets. Twitter is popular in 
Indonesia, Japan and India, while Line, 
which claims 85% of its users are outside 
Japan, is prominent in Thailand and 
Taiwan.

Get

inspired!

Hiruscar’s product banner.
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Social media penetration in Asia 
(regional average = 25%) 

Country Penetration  
  rate (%)
 
Taiwan  64
Brunei 63
Hong Kong 61
Singapore 57
Australia 57
New Zealand 55
Malaysia 53
China 46
Thailand 36
Philippines 32
Korea 27
Indonesia 25
Vietnam 22
Japan 17
Cambodia 8
India 7
Source: We Are Social 

Active global users 
of social platforms

Social platform Total users,   
  May 2014
  (millions)
 
Facebook 1280
QQ 848
Qzone 644
Whatsapp 500
WeChat 396
Google + 343
Linkedin 300
Twitter 255
Tumblr 230
Tencent 220
Line 175
Source: We Are Social 

The charitable social media campaign by Maurice Lacroix   
Swiss watchmaker Maurice Lacroix, majority-owned by DKSH, participates in a global 
annual charitable event known as Movember, which raises funds for a health-related 
charity by encouraging participants to grow a mustache (or ‘Mo’) during the month 
of November.  

 
To do so, Maurice Lacroix develops a strategic social media campaign on different 
social media platforms, including Facebook, Weibo and Twitter, to recruit fundraisers 
within its followers. Individuals (Mo’ bros) can create a profile on the Movember web-
site, join the Maurice Lacroix team in their country and find sponsors. Various PR and 
social events are also included, with the person raising the most money winning a 
limited edition watch.

  
The campaign works well for a luxury brand for several reasons. It has a strong mes-
sage that means people are more open to being approached, and it involves personal 
styling and trend setting, which are popular with the target market. A charitable ini-
tiative, Movember raises money in an innovative way, and while not strictly calculated 
to generate sales, it helps raise the brand profile in a positive way.   

Adam Garone, co-founder of Movember with his Maurice Lacroix watch.

A great way of combining social media campaigning and charity fundraising
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Choosing the right mix of   
social media  
 
The key to effective social commerce 
is identifying the relevant platforms 
for a chosen target market.   
 
Reaching a large market. The conven-
tional approach to marketing over social 
platforms, such as Facebook, or microb-
logs such as Sina Weibo and Twitter, is to 
use them as platforms to push informa-
tion to brand followers. Typically, this ap-
proach might consist of several messages 
weekly featuring a mix of product and 
brand information and messaging. Such 
campaigns have the advantage of reach-
ing large numbers of consumers, but 
they should be clearly planned and deliv-
ered to ensure that the messages are 
connected and relevant to the target au-
dience.  
 
Making eye contact. Visual platforms, 
particularly Instagram, are increasingly 
popular for marketing purposes in Asia 
because of their accessibility and eye- 
catching appeal to consumers. They can 
generate 25 times the engagement of 
community-based platforms, like Twitter, 
according to research by L2 consultants. 
Other emerging visual channels include 
Pinterest and Vine. Video-based medi-
ums such as Youtube and, in China, 
Youku, have a strong appeal with young-
er consumers because of the ability to 
combine moving imagery, music and a 
strong narrative drive.  
 
Mobile messaging. The new wave in 
social marketing is to engage consumers 
via mobile messaging platforms, such as 
WeChat and Line. These remain experi-
mental for many companies but offer 
great flexibility. In particular, the interac-
tive nature of messaging platforms is one 
of their greatest strengths, not least be-
cause it creates user-generated feedback 

that has real credibility in establishing 
and developing the reputation of a prod-
uct or service.  
 
Virtual storefronts. At the most basic 
level, brands can pay to open customiz-
able official accounts on a particular plat-
form, and then communicate directly 
with followers using that channel. On 
WeChat, virtual storefronts enable users 
to browse and buy products. Beyond 
that, there is an ever-increasing number 
of often-innovative possibilities, although 
costs can mount quickly.   
 
Sponsored emoticons. Japan-based 
Line, whose brand image has been built 
around its collection of emoticons (or 
e-stickers) available to users, currently 
has the greatest reach across Asia. It 
charges JPY 1.5 million (about USD 1,500) 
per month to open an official account 
(though there are now cheaper options 
too.) A new way to market using Line is 
for companies to develop and sell their 
own ‘sponsored’ emoticons. At a cost of 
USD 250,000 per month to display the 
sponsored material, Line’s service does 
not come cheap, but with some 1.8 bil-
lion e-stickers sent every day across the 
platform, it is easy to see why the con-
cept is compelling to marketers. Another 
recent Line campaign involved flash sales, 
including one in Thailand offering 500 
new Maybelline lipsticks to users ahead 
of their official release. They sold out in 
five minutes.  
 
Geolocalization. WeChat, L ine, 
WhatsApp and various smaller platforms 
are now in land-grab mode, battling it 
out both in Asia and worldwide for mar-
ket share. WeChat, in particular, is target-
ing ethnic Chinese and Chinese travelers 
across the world as a way to infiltrate 
new markets. As part of this process, 
brands can use geolocalization strategies 
to identify the position of Chinese users 

anywhere in the world, and then send 
targeted promotional messages inviting 
them to local stores.        
 
Market research. Businesses can also 
use social networks for purposes unrelat-
ed to marketing. These might involve the 
creation of messaging groups within indi-
vidual companies to share information or 
images between different members of 
sales teams, or between companies and 
their clients. Market research is another 
function that can be performed over so-
cial networks, using sophisticated data- 
mining techniques to analyze what users 
are searching for, what their hobbies are, 
what websites they visit, how they inter-
act with their friends and any number of 
other metrics.     

Colin Galloway is a Hong Kong-based journalist 
covering business, financial and technology 
issues throughout Asia.

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   12 20.10.14   16:35



Focus: digitization 15

Using technology to enhance  
  customer relationships

The utilization of smart infrastructure 
and the development of apps and in-
tegrated solutions are making logisti-
cal processes more responsive and ef-
ficient.   
 
Asia Pacific now accounts for half of the 
world’s smartphone users. It is also the 
world’s largest region for machine-to- 
machine (M2M) technologies, which  
 
 
 
 
 
 
enable networked devices to exchange in-
formation and perform actions without 
human assistance. For example, in product 
restocking, a vending machine can now  
directly message the distribution center 
when a product is running low. Asia is 
home to 42% of global M2M connections, 
according to GSMA, a global association of 
mobile operators and related companies. 
 
These M2M connections are the force be-
hind smart infrastructures, which are tech-
nologies that utilize structured information 
to enhance critical business processes. And 
the amount of available data is set to con-
tinue expanding. In 2009, 2.5 billion con-
nected devices offered unique IP addresses 
to the internet. By 2020, this figure could 
rise to 30 billion, says a report by Gartner, 
a leading information technology research 
and advisory company.  
 
Digital opportunities and smart   
applications  
The exponential growth of digitization is 
facilitating the development of new inter-
faces, apps and integrated solutions that 
make businesses across Asia more con-
nected and efficient. Digitization also pro-
vides new opportunities for companies to 
strengthen relationships with their custom-
ers in home markets, across the region, 
and around the globe. 

  

But cutting through the digital data mass 
and clarifying its most efficient utility can 
be a tough challenge. For this reason, com-
panies require mobile applications and 
smart infrastructures that give a clear com-
petitive advantage by delivering higher ef- 
ficiency and faster, more accurate and tai-
lored services.   
 
In addition to helping reduce inventories 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and implement just-in-time strategies, 
smart infrastructures can ensure the right  
products are available via the right chan- 
nels at the right time to meet customer de-
mands. This enables retailers to optimize 
stock management, improve the speed of 
distribution and facilitate real-time order-
ing. Pharmaceutical companies, for exam-
ple, can quickly track the incidence of dis-
eases through a system that links them di-
rectly to local doctors and hospitals. As a 
result, the effective quantity of sensitive 
drugs is provided to the most in-need loca-
tions without delay.   
 
Developing these smart infrastructure ca-
pabilities can be both expensive and 
time-consuming, and companies that ded-
icate resources to developing their own 
core competencies can struggle to lever-
age digitization for expansion purposes. 
The growth imperative means such com-
panies may choose to work with a Market 
Expansion Services (MES) partner. By doing 
so, they can benefit from an omni-channel 
approach based on a sophisticated IT infra-
structure, capillary distribution network 
and unparalleled local market knowledge. 
MES providers are also able to collect data 
from multiple sources, and provide ad-
vanced analytical services that add real  
value.  

 

DKSH has created and applied multiple 
mobile and M2M solutions in Asia that 
benefit both clients and local customers. 
One example is a handheld tool for field 
sales representatives. “In the past, for our 
field force to access information, they ei-
ther had to refer to hard-copy reports or 
call the customer care center,” says Kah 
Chin Lau, General Manager Global IT 
Applications at DKSH, based in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia. “Today, they have in-
stant access to a mobile application that 
works on multiple platforms. On the way 
to visit a customer, a representative can 
see the customer’s past visit history and 
can immediately discern the best promo-
tions at that particular time. This indispens-
able information makes a representative 
more anticipative of a customer’s needs.” 
 
Currently being tested is a new smart-
phone sales mobility app that DKSH cus-
tomers can use on their smartphones to 
gain visibility over their account. For the 
first time, they can remotely check their 
own profile, credit limit and terms. 
“Customers can view the latest prices and 
promotions and place orders directly from 
their phone. They will also be able to see 
whether an order is pending or in transit. It 
gives them more control over their ac-
count,” says Kah Chin Lau.   
 
Responsive solutions for healthcare 
clients  
In the healthcare sector, DKSH has imple-
mented a system that provides end-to-end 
tracking for surgical devices sold by clients 
to hospitals and stocked and distributed by 
DKSH. “A specific procedure may require 
an order of 500 separate parts,” says Kah 
Chin Lau. “Previously, preparing orders 
was challenging and tedious. A hospital 
had to call a medical representative, who, 
in turn, had to call DKSH. Then all 500 
parts had to be picked and scanned indi-
vidually in a short period of time. Now, we 
have a more responsive system.”   
 
 

“Digitization also provides new opportunities for companies to  
strengthen relationships with their customers in home markets,  

across the region and around the globe.” 
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The list of devices that each surgeon uses is 
already coded into DKSH’s database, so 
that an order of 500 parts does not need 
to be re-communicated each time a new 
order is placed. “Then, once an order is 
confirmed, it is automatically downloaded 
to the warehouse system, where the team 
can begin to prepare the order. With RFID 
(Radio-Frequency Identification) technolo-
gy, the delivery validation process has been 
reduced from 30 minutes to just three min-
utes,” says Kah Chin Lau.  
 
DKSH has also developed a system to im-

prove the supply chain management for 
medical devices at hospitals. Inventory 
control previously depended on a 
Consignment Inventory Specialist regularly 
visiting a hospital to make stock counts, 
and for a nurse to report the volume of 
products consumed. Such a labored sys-
tem is no longer sustainable. Across Asia, 
the medical devices market has become 
very competitive, and it is essential to have 
sufficient inventory at all times. Hospitals 
in Taiwan, Thailand and Korea are now 
able to improve these processes thanks to 
applied technology.   

Smart infrastructures can ensure the right products are available via the right channels at the right time to meet customer demands.
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When devices are delivered, the hospital 
staff scans each one. Once it is removed 
from the inventory to use in surgery, each 
device is scanned out. “The DKSH data 
system always registers the up-to-date in-
ventory level and can immediately create a 
shipment based on minimum inventory 
levels entered in the system, and a hospital 
can easily upload this information to their 
own system for billing purposes,” explains 
Kah Chin Lau.   
 
Utilizing “big data” to enhance market 
insights   
Structuring and optimizing “big data” 
presents both an opportunity and a chal-
lenge. The International Data Corporation 
(IDC) estimates that in 2013 only 20% of 
the information in the digital universe was 
available for analysis, and less than 5% of 
it was actually analyzed. The untapped po-
tential of this data for helping improve the 
customer service experience is significant.   
 
Intelligent analytical tools enable what is 
often unstructured data to be processed, 
analyzed and filtered effectively and 
cost-efficiently. Armed with the resultant 
information and insights, companies can 
make fact-based decisions, improve their 
product offerings and life cycles, stream-
line marketing efforts and adjust brand 
strategies. Companies can also utilize cus-
tomers’ purchasing history and individual 
product preferences to make predictions, 
segment markets and target customer pro-
files on a granular level.   
 
DKSH utilizes data in multiple ways to sup-
port client businesses. The first level of 
data is cross-sectional customer transac-
tion information, ranging from order pro-
cessing to delivery. The second stratum is a 
large range of field market data, including 
detailed customer, competitor and con-
sumer profiles. In addition, DKSH engages 
with international research companies, 
such as AC Nielsen, Euromonitor and IMS 
Health, to obtain statistics and unstruc-
tured data. This information is then consol-

Mobility adoption statistics for 
DKSH solutions
These figures are aggregated from all 
DKSH solutions accessible via mobile 
devices, including key power tools 
like Mobile Sales Force Automation, 
Consignment Inventory Management 
and Proof of Delivery. A steady annual 
increase of at least 20% has been re-
corded for new users of DKSH mobility 
solutions in recent years.

Countries No. of users 
 
China  250 
Hong Kong  150 
Malaysia  800
Myanmar  60
Singapore  50
Taiwan  80 
Thailand  1200
Vietnam  350
Total  2940

Gerri Chanel  is an award-winning writer cover-
ing business, technology and consumer issues. 
She is based in New York and Paris.

idated at DKSH’s central data applications 
center.  
 
“We can combine all the data from multi-
ple sources and start to crunch it. It can 
then be used to build reports and dash-
boards to allow users to see the data in 
many practical dimensions. For example, 
for a particular chain store customer, we 
can show how many stores it has in Asia, 
identify the best-selling items and the lat-
est activity in each region. We can also 
identify the top ten clients providing mer-
chandise to the chain, and the top 50 
products sold to the chain,” says Kah Chin 
Lau.   
 
Marketing activities can also be monitored 
and enhanced. “We can see which promo-
tions are happening this month, and those 
that took place last month or even last 
year. We can also tell clients their top cus-
tomers in Malaysia, arranged by different 
groups. Key competitor information can 
also be identified, including current com-
petitors’ prices. All of these types of infor-
mation enhance our clients’ ability to ex-
pand their businesses,” says Kah Chin Lau. 
 
Dynamic growth in data management is 
expected to continue in Asia. At the same 
time, interactive relationships between 
companies and customers are a differenti-
ating factor in  competitive marketplaces. 
Digitization is a complex, multi-layered 
process, but the collection, management 
and structuring of market data, and the 
application of smart technologies, means 
companies can gain critical insights about 
customer behaviors, client requirements 
and competitor activities. This provides 
them with the informative tools to tailor 
and improve their products and services 
for each market. 
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Shaping the future     
  of e-commerce in Asia

Utilizing cutting-edge fulfillment, lo-
gistics and distribution networks en-
ables businesses to maximize the po-
tential of Asia’s online shopping 
boom.  
 
In September 2014, the New York Stock 
Exchange hosted the world’s largest IPO by 
an internet company. A decade ago, few 
Wall Street brokers envisaged a Chinese 
e-commerce company dominating the 
agenda, but Alibaba has done just that. 
The Hangzhou-based firm claims around 
45% of China’s fast-growing e-commerce 
market, where turnover reached RMB 
292.89 trillion (USD 47 trillion) in the first 
quarter of 2014, and is comfortably the 
planet’s largest online trading company.  
 

The impact of Alibaba, which counts both 
B2C and C2C marketplaces and its own 
e-payment mechanism, is spreading. With 
online shopping expanding fast, Alibaba’s 
IPO may herald a bold new era for Asian 
e-tailers. HomeShop18 became the fourth 
Indian online retailer to list overseas, the 
Nasdaq IPO of China’s JD.com was valued 
at USD 1.78 billion and India’s Flipkart 
raised USD 1 billion in a funding round. 
 
The fundamentals are strong for sustained 
growth in online shopping across Asia. 
Rising urban populations, enlarging middle 
classes with greater disposable income and 
escalating internet penetration are driving 
e-commerce evolution. As a result, local 
and global retailers are creating new busi-

Virtual store in Seolleung underground station in Seoul, Korea.
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ness strategies to tap into the overlapping 
online and offline retail sectors.   
 
But while Asian shoppers increasingly pre-
fer to purchase via virtual carts rather then 
physical cash counters, e-commerce still 
represents a small proportion of total sales. 
Euromonitor forecasts that by 2018, con-
sumers in the Asia Pacific region will spend 
USD 500 billion online, but that would still 
account for only 8% of the region’s retail 
market. Significant capacity for growth ex-
ists, but several hurdles must be jumped 
along the way and detailed forward plan-
ning is critical.  
 
Assessing the challenges, understand-
ing the opportunities  
As with all economic discussions in Asia, 
the region cannot be considered a single 
entity with regard to online retail. 
Comparing advanced e-commerce mar-
kets, such as Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan and Singapore with fledgling activ-
ity in Cambodia and Laos is pointless. In 
between those two poles are middle- 
ranking e-commerce markets, such as 
Thailand, Malaysia and Vietnam, while the 

vast populations of China, India and 
Indonesia are expected to generate 
eye-popping online sales growth in the 
coming years.   
 
A further cautionary detail must also be 
considered. In China, India and Indonesia, 
just as in Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam, 
online purchasing is dominated by the larg-
est, most affluent cities – where banking 
and credit/debit card facilities are available 
– and patterns of expenditure and pur-
chasing trends differ considerably between 
regions and cities within each country as 
well as between nations.   
 
This multiplicity of market conditions 
means e-tailers must rigorously research, 
target and adapt their strategy. There is no 
singular model to fit all markets. As noted 
in the 2014 Digitization And The Market 
Expansion Services Industry: Driving 
Growth Through An Omni-Channel 
Approach report, published by DKSH and 
Roland Berger Strategy Consultants, selling 
products in emerging countries is compli-
cated. “Overcoming language barriers, 
navigating local regulations and legal re-
strictions, understanding regional and cul-
tural differences, adapting products and 
services to local preferences and thereby 
gaining access to distribution channels and 
infrastructure are only a few of the many 
challenges new entrants face,” says the re-
port.   
 
Those challenges apply equally to online 
and offline sales channels, although 
e-commerce is often mistakably assumed 
to override many of the physical complexi-
ties of face-to-face retail in stores and 
malls. Even if a business promotes and sells 
its products via the internet, payment facil-
itation, order fulfillment, distribution and 
delivery require technological and physical 
infrastructures to operate seamlessly.  
 
“Online sales interfaces and distribution 
and logistics capacities need to be highly 
integrated to drive an omni-channel ap-

Online shopping in 
South East Asia

A 2014 report by Swiss bank, UBS, 
notes that online shopping accounts 
for just 0.2% of retail sales in South 
East Asia, compared to 8% in China. 
Internet penetration across South East 
Asia now stands at 199 million (32% 
of the population), and will rise to 194 
million (48%) in 2017, UBS estimates. 
Should online sales in South East Asia 
reach 5% of total retail sales, it would 
generate USD 21.8 billion in annual 
sales. 

Virtual store in Seolleung underground station in Seoul, Korea.
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proach to e-commerce,” says Jonathan 
Guyett, Head Supply Chain Management 
at DKSH. “This integration will become 
even more important in the coming years 
as more product categories migrate online 
and the internet becomes an increasingly 
relevant channel for purchasing goods and 
services.”  
 
Geography accounts for a significant part 
of the conundrum. Consider, for example, 
Indonesia and the Philippines, two vast ar-
chipelagos where national distribution 
needs to span thousands of islands, and 
India and China, whose landmass propor-
tions are both continental. On a smaller 
scale, Myanmar has yet to develop national 
road or rail networks, and its air cargo in-
frastructure is nascent.   
 
Even in countries where the infrastructure 
is developed, online retail businesses are 
often created to serve local consumers. 
Scaling up an operation for future growth 
means developing the capacity to promote 
and market products to customers from 
diverse cultures that speak different lan-
guages, and manage the complexities of 
cross-border payment structures and dis-
tribution into neighboring countries, and 
perhaps beyond.  
 
Who’s buying what, and where?  
Similarly to European and North American 
countries, the leading online sales catego-
ries in Asia are apparel, toys, electronics 
and games. These products involve a rela-
tively simple decision-making process, and 
can be easily sold from aggregated online 
platforms.  
 
Despite these discernible region-wide 
trends, retailing in Asia is characterized by 
strong local characteristics. “Different 
markets have different needs. In general, 
Asian consumers are very particular, but 
there are considerable differences be-
tween the brands and products that peo-
ple choose to purchase,” says Dominique 
Specht, Vice President Marketing 

Communication at DKSH.  
 
More product categories are likely to gain 
a greater share of sales as online demand 
diversifies and supply mechanisms mature. 
Skin care and cosmetics products are 
growing in online popularity, while super-
market grocery sales are migrating online 
in countries where the distribution net-
works are sufficiently developed. 
Supermarket chains in Korea, Japan and 
Hong Kong have even created virtual 
stores on the walls of metro stations and 
bus shelters, enabling “commuter consum-
ers” to peruse, select and order products 
directly using QR codes.  
 
Although its distribution model is different 
to physical products, travel is often cited as 
a catalyst for greater online purchasing ac-
tivity, particularly in Asia where new out-
bound travel patterns are developing fast. 
“The first thing that comes to mind now 
when booking a flight, hotel or holiday is 
to go online. Airline and hotel websites 
have gained consumer trust, and provide a 
level of service and security that encourag-
es people to use them again and again,” 
says Dominique Specht.   
 
Smart infrastructure and mobile   
commerce  
Infrastructure development is the primary 
differentiator between Asia’s e-commerce 
markets. The more digitally advanced 
economies, such as China, India, Japan, 
Singapore, Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong, 
have sophisticated telecom infrastructures 
and technical skills plus well-planned distri-
bution systems. In those countries, online 
sales are beginning to account for a great-
er percentage of total B2B and B2C reve-
nues, and this trend is expected to continue. 
   
The experiences of these countries high-
light the role of two essential infrastruc-
tures – distribution and logistics, and pay-
ment fulfillment. Both assume greater im-
portance as mobile commerce becomes 
the preferred method of online shopping. 

Top five markets in Asia for online 
retail sales in 2013

Country Online retail  
  sales
  USD (trillion)
  
China  1.8 
Japan 1.1
India 0.4
Indonesia 0.2
Korea 0.2
Source: Euromonitor
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Across Asia, consumers are leapfrogging 
fixed broadband connections and migrat-
ing directly to mobile connectedness.  
 
In response, smart businesses are now op-
timizing their mobile commerce sales plat-
forms for use on cell phones and handheld 
devices. As mobile commerce solutions 
deepen their market penetration, consum-
ers are responding. However, optimizing 
the online sales environment for mobile 
devices means that customers are less will-
ing to tolerate synchronization issues be-
tween mobile, online and offline sales 
channels.   
 
Mobile commerce in Asia is fuelled by vo-
racious sales for smartphones. China, the 
world’s largest smartphone market, is slat-
ed to consume 423 million new phones in 
2014, rising to 534 million by 2017, accord-
ing to research firm Canalys. India will ship 
61 million devices in 2014, doubling to 127 
million in 2017. Indonesia, the world’s 
fourth largest cell phone market, has an 
estimated 180 million mobile phone users, 
compared to eleven million fixed telephone 
lines.  
 
The rapid expansion of smartphone hard-
ware is matched by the delivery of new 
technologies to facilitate mobile commerce 
expansion. “The speed at which game- 
changing payment solutions are being in-
troduced is growing faster by the year,” 
says Roger Schnueriger, Vice President 
Business Controlling and Treasury at DKSH. 
Many of these mobile transaction solutions 
extend online inclusion into remote areas, 
where credit cards and bank payment facil-
ities are in short supply.   
 
The accelerated adoption of mobile com-
merce has created a “click-and-expect” 
culture – and online retailers must be pre-
pared to provide real-time service. “Speed 
of delivery is now critical. Asian consumers 
want to receive products ordered online 
the same day or next day. The capabilities 
and networks exist to do this but are hard 

to build, or even acquire. Finding the right 
partner to deliver a comprehensive solu-
tion, including an extensive and efficient 
distribution network, is therefore crucial to 
help a business reach domestic purchasers 
across a country, and potential new cus-
tomers in other parts of the region and 
worldwide,” says Jonathan Guyett. 

DKSH supports ELCA’s online business in Thailand   
In August 2013, DKSH began providing distribution and logistics services to ELCA, an 
affiliate of Estée Lauder group, for the online business of its Clinique and Bobbi 
Brown brands in Thailand.  
 
ELCA hosts and markets the websites and online shops for its luxury skin care, make-
up and fragrance brands in Thailand, while DKSH manages logistics and inventory 
management, plus gift wrapping, personalized gift carding and distribution to con-
sumers.   
  
“We decided to collaborate with DKSH for our online shop projects based on their 
broad IT capabilities, their dedication to quality and their capillary distribution net-
work in Thailand that enables them to deliver our products to end consumers effi-
ciently. We look forward to growing our brands in Thailand with the support of 
DKSH,” said Ampornpim Vajrabhaya, Managing Director, ELCA (Thailand) Ltd.   
 
Read more about ELCA (Thailand) in expand’s one-on-one interview with Ampornpim 
Vajrabhaya, Managing Director, on page 28.

Gary Bowerman is a KL-based business writer 
and analyst, and co-founder of Scribes of the 
Orient, a marketing and communications  
agency headquartered in Hong Kong.
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Integrity and trust are key issues in 
Asia’s online sphere, and companies 
should build their digital strategies by 
keeping consumer concerns in mind.  
 
The size of the online prize in Asia contin-
ues to grow. Soaring internet penetration 
rates offer businesses the opportunity to 
build their brand awareness through digi-
tal channels and to potentially boost reve-
nues through e-commerce. To exploit 
these opportunities, however, businesses 
need to work hard to build trust online, as 
the region’s consumers are nervous. Savvy 
online customers worry about brand integ-
rity, are wary of the risk of being sold 
counterfeit goods, and are anxious about 
the security of payment methods.  
 
Andrew Frye, Vice President for Business 
Development in DKSH’s Business Unit 
Healthcare, says that branding is a crucial 
differentiator in his sector. “Consumers are 
aware of the brands in areas such as 
healthcare, and they actively seek informa-

tion about these products online, even if 
they cannot purchase regulated products 
on the internet in many countries,” Frye 
says. This online information seeking be-
havior also applies in other industries, par-
ticularly consumer goods.  
 
Achieving consumer credibility  
For businesses that have created trusted 
brands, the online opportunities are there 
to be optimized. But for most companies, 
there will be parts of Asia – whether in a 
particular region or within an individual 
country – where their brand has not yet 
achieved such resonance, and establishing 
and retaining trust with potential custom-
ers will require sustained effort.  
 
One option is to piggyback on an arrange-
ment that has already gained popular 
trust. For example, in China, and increas-
ingly elsewhere in Asia, Alibaba’s Tmall on-
line marketplace boasts a level of credibili-
ty with customers to which many of its in-
dividual vendors cannot yet lay claim. It 

Building online trust

Online shopper using serial number to check that the delivered product is genuine.
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makes sense for these vendors to make 
their first forays into e-commerce via Tmall, 
rather than setting up independently. 
 
It is also important for businesses to seek 
validation and recommendations from a 
wide range of sources. Research published 
recently by Boston Consulting Group high-
lighted the reluctance of Chinese internet 
users, in particular, to take companies’ of-
ficial websites at face value. Instead, they 
prefer to seek out the recommendations 
and reviews of their peers on social media 
sites, customer forums and other online 
channels before making a purchase.  
 
One of the primary issues consumers wor-
ry about is counterfeiting, so developing  
 
 
 
 
 
ways of reassuring online purchasers they 
are getting the genuine article is import-
ant. Brands with high levels of trust will 
suffer less from this problem if they are 
selling direct to customers, but all vendors 
will want to at least consider options such 
as authentication devices – even some-
thing as simple as an easily checkable serial 
number – particularly for higher-value 
items.  
 
Payment problems must also be addressed, 
particularly in parts of Asia where credit 
card penetration rates are low. Companies 
should adapt their payment systems, in-
cluding alternatives to credit cards, to the 
practices and standards of each country. 
They also need to ensure their customers 
are able to complete transactions, and that 
they feel secure doing so. New payment 
solutions are emerging all the time, but 
businesses will need to ensure their cus-
tomers feel comfortable using them. 
 
Establishing a local presence 
Equally, while all of these actions will help 
build trust online directly, it is important to 

realize that what companies do offline will 
also be a major factor in their online repu-
tation. For example, Frye argues that a 
presence on the ground in the country is 
important or absolutely required, particu-
larly for companies entering new markets 
or seeking to boost their brand awareness, 
even if the ambition is primarily online. “By 
establishing a presence locally, you devel-
op a proximity to your customers that en- 
ables you to build a direct relationship with 
many of the people who will play a role in 
transacting with your purchasing audi-
ence,” Frye says.  
 
Maintaining the reputation of a brand 
The real-time impact and scale of potential 
reach of digital and online communica- 
 
 
 
 
 
tions means that just as important as build- 
ing trust is working hard to ensure it is not 
lost. There are many dangers to guard 
against, ranging from inappropriate use of 
social media that can quickly damage rath-
er than enhance a brand name, to poor 
use of techniques such as search engine 
optimization.   
 
Storing and using customer data is another 
area that presents a potential risk. 
Advanced sales order processing and mar-
keting and promotional strategies rely on 
organizations utilizing big data and analyt-
ics technologies to their maximum effect, 
but customers worry about privacy and 
data protection implications.   
 
Regulation in this area is being stepped up 
in many countries, and it may not even be 
legal to transfer identifiable customer data 
from a subsidiary in one country to the 
company’s headquarters in another. This is 
a dynamic and fluid area of risk, and a 
breach that becomes public could be high-
ly damaging to consumer trust.

Online trust: the key issues
 
• Asian consumers are less likely to  
 take company websites on trust,  
 preferring to rely on peer reviews  
 and recommendations
• It is possible to build trust by oper- 
 ating through established online  
 marketplaces that already have con- 
 sumer credibility
• Counterfeiting is a major issue,  
 which companies must constantly  
 readdress to reassure consumers
• New payment solutions can help in  
 markets with low credit card pen- 
 etration rates, but gaining the confi- 
 dence of consumers is essential
• A physical presence in a market  
 helps boost trust for a company’s  
 online brand and profile
• Once secured, consumer trust is  
 easily lost – and a company’s online  
 reputation can incur irreparable  
 damage

David Prosser  is a London-based journalist who 
writes on business and economic affairs and 
personal finance. He is a former Business Editor 
of The Independent newspaper.

“A physical presence in a market helps boost trust for a company’s  
online brand and profile.”
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Digitization is a multi-stage transfor-
mation process, but combining tradi-
tional service delivery and technologi-
cal expertise is only part of the chal-
lenge for expanding in new markets.  
 
Connectivity is a constant in the 21st cen-
tury, and companies across Asia are in-
creasingly digitizing their commercial pro-
cesses, according to the Digitization And 
The Market Expansion Services Industry: 
Driving Growth Through An Omni-
Channel Approach report, published in 
2014 by DKSH and Roland Berger Strategy 
Consultants.   
  
New technologies and applications are en-
abling businesses to develop and imple-
ment new communication and interaction 
channels and sales platforms; expand data 

access and enhance the analysis, structur-
ing and management of information to 
more accurately predict consumer trends 
and behaviors. Tech-driven supply chain 
management is also being more efficiently 
managed, as are relationships with key 
suppliers and clients.  
 
Digital technology has increased the trans-
parency and speed of information, but the 
opportunities arising are not free from cer-
tain challenges. As companies enter the 
digital domain, they are confronted by the  
need to seamlessly integrate new technol-
ogies with traditional channels of doing 
business.   
 
Adjusting digital capabilities   
“Neither digital nor traditional communi-
cation can today be viewed in isolation,” 

Taking a business        
  into the digital domain

DKSH sales representatives now use mobile applications which make them more anticipative to customer needs.
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says the DKSH/Roland Berger report. 
“Online and offline channels must be com-
bined in an omni-channel communication 
strategy. This adds to the complexity for 
companies, as both forms must be aligned 
and harmonized with each other, but en-
hance customers’ positive perception.”  
 
When companies decide to develop exist-
ing Asian markets or expand into new 
ones, they are confronted with a variety of 
options, says the report. “Depending on 
their digital readiness and capabilities, they 
might be able to organically grow their 
digital operations or transfer their knowl-
edge from home markets to foreign opera- 
tions.” This approach may prove unsuc-
cessful, the report adds, if companies “ne-
glect to adjust their digital know-how to 
foreign markets, align their digital market-
ing efforts with local peculiarities and es-
tablish a physical presence in the market.”  
 
A rigorous audit of existing and required 
digital capabilities is advised at the outset. 
“It is easy to underestimate not just the 
amount, but also the quality, of local 
knowledge you actually need,” says 
Michael Hilb, Vice President of Strategy at 
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“As companies enter the digital domain, they are confronted by the need  
to seamlessly integrate new technologies with traditional channels  

of doing business.”

DKSH. This local knowledge may range 
from up-to-date market conditions and 
trends to distribution networks, human re-
sources, regulatory structures and product 
approval mechanisms and taxation pro-
cesses.  
 
“In many markets, especially emerging 
Asian markets, defining your information  
needs can be a real challenge because you 
don’t have the data readily available that 
you might have in the United States or 
Europe,” says Michael Hilb. Faced with this 
challenge, finding the right partner to pro-
vide highly detailed and structured analyt-
ics is a central part of the digitization pro-
cess.   
 
Digitizing business processes   
In addition to the external challenges of 
Asia’s increasingly digitized commercial 
and consumer landscapes, internal struc-
tures must adapt to new methods of pro-
cessing data, managing content, reporting 
financial performance, fulfilling orders and 
controlling inventory in real time. 
Workplace strategies are also being rede-
fined to make the spaces people work in 
more conducive to the optimal utilization 
of modern technologies.  
 
Finding, and retaining, sufficient skilled 
staff can prove problematic. The expanded  
use of digital technology requires more 
highly trained and experienced personnel. 
Recruiting and incentivizing these employ-
ees is not easy. In a survey published in 
June 2014 by McKinsey & Company, global 
business executives ranked “difficulty find-
ing talent” as their greatest challenge in 
implementing a digital strategy. In Asia, 
this can be especially difficult because tal-
ented local personnel often move between 
jobs, and sometimes choose to work in 
more developed markets.   

Organizational structures that are insuffi-
ciently agile and flexible can exacerbate 
this problem. Long-established technology 
departments focus on reducing costs and 
improving efficiency. The responsibility for 
implementation and innovation becomes 
less clearly defined, however, as digital 
technology becomes more integrated into 
the daily operations of marketing, sales,  
customer service and other departments. 
IT teams, for example, may lack marketing 
expertise, while marketing departments 
may lack the technical analysis necessary 
to be more effective.  
 
Therefore, companies are being challenged 
to redefine traditional roles and responsi-
bilities of such departments to optimize 
the potential gains of digitization. A recent 
survey by IT research firm Gartner found 
51% of chief information officers (CIOs) 
were concerned that digital technology 
and trends were evolving more quickly 
than they could manage, and 42% felt 
they did not have the right skills and capa-
bilities in place.   
 
Managing costs and investment  
Cost can be another factor, too. While 
most companies see the benefits of digiti-
zation, investing in new technologies can 
be expensive, especially when added to 
the more familiar and necessary costs of 
marketing and distributing through tradi-
tional channels. The gains from these digi-
tal technology investments, while signifi-
cant, may take years to realize. For smaller 
companies, the range and scale of upfront 
investment can be particularly challenging.  
 
“For smaller and bigger companies alike, 
the cost of investing in both technology  
and a local capillary distribution network 
can be challenging,” says the Market 
Expansion Services (MES) report. “In many 

DKSH sales representatives now use mobile applications which make them more anticipative to customer needs.
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Tom Clouse writes on economic, political  
and social issues for magazines in the USA,  
EU and China. He divides his time between  
San Francisco, Nashville and Beijing. 

The demand for digitization   
services
 
• “Digitization is the vital driving force  
 of the 21st century and is moving  
 up the agenda on companies’ list  
 of business priorities,” notes the  
 2014 DKSH/Roland Berger Market  
 Expansion Services (MES) report
• Asia Pacific has taken over from  
 Europe as the largest global MES  
 market and is now worth USD 691  
 billion, according to the 2014 MES  
 report
• Organizations that use predictive  
 business performance metrics will  
 increase their profitability by 20%  
 by 2017, notes Gartner
• By 2020, 60% of digital businesses  
 will suffer major service failures due  
 to the inability of the IT team to  
 manage digital risk, and by 2019,  
 the new digital risk concept will  
 become the default approach for  
 technology risk management, says  
 Gartner

cases, the risks and sheer complexity of 
such a global undertaking are enough to 
discourage many companies.”  
 
The importance of properly facing these 
organizational, cultural, logistical, techno-
logical and regulatory challenges grows 
with the size of the company. The MES re-
port provides three key explanatory rea-
sons. First, as companies become larger, 
they become more complex and less trans-
parent. These companies need digital tech-
nology to efficiently manage operations, 
information and processes.   
 
Second, larger companies eventually reach 
the limits of their traditional markets. To 
maintain high growth rates, they must ac-
cess digital channels to find and keep new 
customers. Finally, larger companies can 
more easily budget for technological in-
vestments, the financial benefits of which 
may take several years to realize.   
 
Balancing different channels  
The approach a company takes may also 
depend on its current technological levels 
and medium and long-term goals. Some 
large multinational companies invested in 
digital technology many years ago and are 
already familiar with its uses and potential. 
These companies are more likely to focus 

on customer-company interaction, using 
data analytics to better understand their 
customer preferences. They also use tech-
nology to continually update internal pro-
cesses and increase efficiency.   
 
Successful Asia-based companies have also 
adapted and benefited from digital tech-
nology. Many of these companies still op-
erate on a smaller scale than their multina-
tional counterparts while generally enjoy-
ing large domestic market shares. Their 
digital strategy tends to focus on making 
operations more efficient and maintaining 
a strong home presence and expanding 
initially into regional markets.   
 
Other companies, both large and small, 
have gained less from digital technology 
thus far. These companies potentially have 
significant opportunities from a successful 
digital strategy, but they also require more 
assistance to transition into the digital 
technology. For larger companies, this 
transition could result in new products 
lines for existing customers. For smaller do-
mestic companies, the transition to digital 
technology may offer the chance to enter a 
new market.   
 
In all instances, Market Expansion Service 
providers can help ensure digitization 
forms a balanced part of a business strate-
gy. Experts in traditional Market Expansion 
Services are well positioned to combine 
and synchronize online and offline pro-
cesses and support clients to grow in new 
markets. “There is definitely a shift toward 
digital, and over time it will develop into a 
very important channel, but it is very im-
portant that you manage both traditional 
and digital business processes,” says 
Michael Hilb. 

Tech-driven supply chain management is
more efficiently managed.
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Service innovation in Thailand‘s 
  prestige beauty sector

ELCA was established to market the Estée 
Lauder, Clinique and Aramis brands. How 
has the company developed since then? 
We have expanded the business by launch-
ing new brands, including Bobbi Brown, 
MAC, La Mer, Jo Malone, Origins, DKNY, 
Lab Series, Tommy Hilfiger, Coach, 
Ermenegildo Zegna, Tory Burch, Tom Ford 
Beauty, GoodSkin Labs and Aveda. ELCA is 
now the prestige beauty industry leader in 
Thailand for superior quality skin care, 
make-up, fragrances and hair care prod-
ucts. We have selective, up-scale distribu-
tion in all of Thailand’s major cities cover-
ing the most important department stores, 
free-standing stores, and DRTV [direct re-
sponse television]. We are also very proud 
to be the first prestige cosmetics company 
to launch e-commerce websites in 
Thailand.  
  
How does ELCA in Thailand collaborate 
with Estée Lauder businesses across Asia? 
We have very close relationships with all 
our counterparts in Asia. The company en-
courages global, regional and local meet-
ings to share learning and collaboration 
and strategically enhance our prominent 
market leadership as a team. Individual 
countries also share programs and assets 
while working very well with each other. 
This certainly helps accelerate our market 
leadership status and aggressive growth 
across the region as a whole. The Asia 
Pacific market is expected to continue be-
ing one of the largest and healthiest re-
gions for the Estée Lauder companies into 
the future.       
 

How is ELCA positioning its brands and 
products to meet the changing needs of 
Thai consumers?  
There certainly are products that are better 
accepted by Thai consumers than others, 
and we regularly review our product port-
folio to customize our offerings for the 
market. We also understand that Thai con-
sumers now have the opportunity to travel 
more than ever before and, therefore, are 
being exposed to many of our brands over-
seas.   
 
We have successfully introduced many 
new brands, such as Aveda, Tom Ford 
Beauty, Tory Burch and Jo Malone, to satis-
fy the changing needs of local consumers. 
In addition to ELCA (Thailand) holding the 
largest share in the Thailand prestige beau-
ty market, Estée Lauder has the highest 
brand market share in the country, while 
Clinique is ranked third, and MAC, La Mer 
and Bobbi Brown are all placed in the top 
ten.  
 
To what extent do social media networks 
and digital promotions form part of your 
overall marketing strategy?   
Social media is certainly a very significant 
part of our marketing strategy for both on-
line and offline business and communica-
tion. The importance of this channel has 
rapidly increased along with the growth of 
social media in Thailand. Today, over 35% 
of the Thai population uses Facebook, 
meaning a total of more than 24 million 
users. We continue to see a high percent-
age of sales conversion coming from our 
social media channels, particularly from 

Facebook. Social media is now an integral 
part of our digital ecosystem, and we have 
continuously used this channel over recent 
years as our primary engagement, commu-
nication and promotional platform.   
 
ELCA and DKSH are partnering to develop 
the online business of ELCA’s Clinique and 
Bobbi Brown brands in Thailand. Why did 
you choose to work with DKSH?  
DKSH was selected as our partner due to 
the company’s outstanding capabilities in 
IT, warehousing and logistics services. 
E-commerce was a relatively new concept 
in Thailand, and it was critical for us to 
choose a partner that would be able to de-
liver our “high touch” promises to our on-
line consumers. With many attributes that 
fit in well with our “high touch” value, 
such as prestige delivery quality and condi-
tion, on-time delivery and express shipping 
services, DKSH Thailand was, for us, the 
ideal partner.  
 
How has this collaboration with DKSH de-
veloped?  
Today, we have five brands on the e- 
commerce platform, all of which are ma-
naged by DKSH. Our latest addition to the 
e-commerce portfolio was La Mer, which 
was launched in late July 2014. La Mer is 
among our premium brands and certainly 
requires very special attention due to the 
nature of the brand’s clientele. We trust 
that DKSH will continue to deliver “high 
touch” experiences, through outstanding 
fulfillment, customer relations and logistics 
services for all our brands over the coming 
years. 

Formed in 1991, ELCA (Thailand) Ltd. is an affiliate of the Estée Lauder 

group of companies. Now counting 17 brands, the ELCA portfolio includes 

premium skin care, make-up, fragrances and hair care products. Managing 

Director Ampornpim Vajrabhaya talks to expand about the development of 

the company and how an omni-channel approach is now driving its on-

line and offline sales and marketing strategy.
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Ampornpim Vajrabhaya, Managing Director of ELCA (Thailand) Ltd.

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   27 20.10.14   16:36



How does the online commerce market for 
cosmetics in Thailand differ from tradition-
al sales formats, and how are you develop-
ing your sales and marketing strategy to 
integrate online and offline platforms? 
Online consumers seek information from a 
number of different sources and can be a 
lot more impulsive. Without our beauty 
advisors being present, it is important that 
we provide sufficient information and 
make the online shopping process easy 
while giving our consumers the confidence 
to make quick and correct purchase deci-
sions. We offer various payment methods, 
satisfaction guarantees with free returns 
between 7-14 days and, of course, occa-
sional free shipping for online purchases to 
help ease the purchase decision process.   
 
We also face a huge issue of online grey 
markets selling unauthorized ELCA prod-
ucts in Thailand. This presents a threat to 
our business, as we cannot guarantee that 
the products sold on those sites are genu-
ine, or that they have been stored in the 

necessary temperature-controlled environ-
ment. We do get complaints from custom-
ers, who have purchased from those unau-
thorized websites regarding product quali-
ty. By communicating the benefits of 
online shopping through our official 
e-commerce sites, and by 100% genuine 
quality products shipped to the consum-
ers’ doors via the essential temperature- 
controlled transportation methods, we are 
helping to educate our consumers while 
differentiating ourselves from the un- 
authorized retailers.         
   
An omni-channel approach is certainly the 
direction we are heading towards as a 
company.  Consumers are now shopping 
and interacting with us via online, offline, 
mobile, and DRTV [direct response televi-
sion]. So, in our marketing strategy plan-
ning, we take into account the 360-degree 
execution and ensure that we touch the 
consumers through all of those channels as 
effectively and consistently as possible.  As 
a company, we are always looking for ways 

to make the consumer journey seamless, 
whichever channel they choose to interact 
with us. By applying new technologies and 
innovations, we aim to stay at the fore-
front of the prestige beauty industry in 
Thailand and deliver full satisfaction to the 
end consumer.  
 
On a personal level, what are your proud-
est accomplishments for the business?  
I am very proud that all ELCA brands in 
Thailand have become the strongest lead-
ers in their individual segments, and are 
now demonstrating healthy growth. While 
always giving our best efforts to everyone 
we deal with, our employees work togeth-
er in a happy, convivial environment and 
demonstrate great pride in our brands and 
to being good corporate citizens for 
Thailand and the world. Everyone is very 
focused to continue working hard to build 
on these achievements.

 

Estée Lauder boutique in Bangkok’s Siam Center shopping center.
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A global leader in beauty
 
Founded in 1946 by Estée Lauder, the Estée Lauder Company has always held the un-
shakeable belief that every woman can be beautiful. Headquartered in New York, Es-
tée Lauder is one of the world’s most prestigious brands in its own right, and also owns 
several globally successful brands, including Aramis, Clinique, Prescriptives, Origins, 
MAC, Tommy Hilfiger, Bobbi Brown, La Mer, Aveda, Donna Karan, Jane, Jo Malone, 
Bumble and Bumble, and Darphin. The company has more than 20,000 employees 
worldwide and operates factories in Australia, Belgium, United Kingdom, Switzerland, 
Canada, the United States and Japan.
 
ELCA (Thailand) Ltd. is an affiliate of the Estée Lauder Company, and was founded 
in Bangkok on July 1, 1991. Today, ELCA (Thailand) Ltd. counts 950 employees across 
Thailand, and is recognized as the country’s leading cosmetics company, offering 
a diverse portfolio of high-quality skin care, make-up, fragrance and hair care products. 
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Gary Bowerman is a KL-based business writer 
and analyst, and co-founder of Scribes of the 
Orient, a marketing and communications  
agency headquartered in Hong Kong.

ELCA is the first prestige cosmetics company to launch e-commerce websites in Thailand.
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Jumping on the 
  intra-Asia  express

Thai shoppers buying Japanese products.
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Trade and investment flows are flour-
ishing between Asia’s emerging econ-
omies, with several key factors sup-
porting cross-border commercial ac-
tivity.   
 
If you can’t beat them, join them. 
Expansion into Asia has for some time 
been a central tenet of the growth strate-
gies of developed market businesses. 
Today, however, Asia’s own companies are 
increasingly seeking to increase their share 
in thriving emerging marketplaces. 
Consequently, intra-regional exports and 
foreign direct investment are growing 
strongly.  
 
Intra-regional trade is particularly impres-
sive in South East Asia, where exports 
from countries to their immediate neigh-
bors have been expanding fast and where 
imports from nations such as China and 
India have been posting double-digit uplift 
rates. Intra-regional trade growth is espe-
cially impressive in China, too. Meanwhile, 
foreign direct investment across the most 
coveted parts of Asia has been more than 
doubling annually.   

Some of the drivers pushing Asian busi-
nesses to look to their near neighbors for 
expansion are similar to those that have 
attracted European and American compa-
nies to the region. These include Asia’s 
high economic growth rates, its burgeon-
ing middle class populations and the rela-
tively weak growth prospects in prominent 
European and North American economies. 
 
Other factors are at play, too. Those high 
growth rates have boosted revenues for 
successful Asian businesses and left many 
of them loaded with cash on the balance 
sheet that needs to be invested. The obvi-
ous place to make those investments is lo-
cally, where Asian businesses are well pre-
pared for expansion. Language barriers are 
less of an issue and companies and their 
employees are likely to have a good under-
standing of local cultures, clients and con-
sumers. At the same time, greater cooper-
ation between Asian countries, both politi-
cally and economically, is easing the way 
for intra-regional trade, through bilateral 
and multilateral free-trade agreements. 
 
Identifying the challenges in each  
market  
Asia’s evolving economic landscapes are 
encouraging businesses that had previous-
ly been tentative about intra-regional ex-
pansion to forge ahead with more ambi-
tious plans. A good example is Japan’s 
Kameda Seika, which produces rice crack-
ers. Founded in 1957, the company has 
been the leader in its domestic market for 
several decades, but it is now broadening 
its horizons. It began working with DKSH 
in 2013 as it moved into the Thai market 
for the first time, where its brand is in-
creasingly visible and its market share is 
growing. Kameda Seika now has an ex-
pansion plan that includes a rollout across 
South East Asia and Greater China.  
 
This does not mean Asian companies 
should take intra-regional growth for 
granted, warns Bo Nielsen, Vice President 
Global Business Development, Fast Moving 

Consumer Goods at DKSH. Increasing the 
amount of business you do in neighboring 
countries may not be as large a leap out of 
the comfort zone as trading in a new re-
gion, but there are plenty of challenges to 
overcome. And the obstacles to be navi-
gated will vary throughout Asia, depend-
ing on which country, or countries, a busi-
ness is expanding to and from.  
 
“For Japanese companies moving else-
where in Asia, the challenges are similar to 
those faced by international businesses. 
The language barrier is difficult, the institu-
tional environment is very different, and 
you’re coming from a background of rela-
tive political stability,” Peter Kaemmerer, 
President of DKSH Japan, says. “Japanese 
businesses in South East Asia, on the other 
hand, often struggle with the managerial 
challenge. The Japanese are used to con-
trolling every aspect of what they do in 
their domestic markets, but this may not 
be appropriate, or even possible, in new 
countries, and adapting to a different op-
erating model may be uncomfortable.” 
 
Finding the right partner for growth 
One issue that companies need to address 
is whether to move into another Asian 
market through exports alone, or whether 
to make a long-term investment on the 
ground. “The success of emerging market 
players in their home markets is built upon 
their partnerships and networks. When it 
comes to foreign markets, they lack these 
key resources and thus face a significant 
obstacle to success,” states the 2013 
Market Expansion Services (MES) report by 
DKSH and Roland Berger Strategy 
Consultants, entitled Driving The Cycle Of 
Growth In Emerging Economies.  
 
Another conundrum is how to position an 
established home business in another mar-
ket. Western businesses moving into new 
Asian territories have traditionally sought 
to build brands at the premium end, play-
ing on perceptions that their products are 
higher in quality to justify higher prices. 
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One option for intra-Asian exports may be 
to offer a cheaper alternative to these pre-
mium products that is nonetheless per-
ceived as being of a high standard. 
Emerging tech companies in the region, 
such as Chinese smartphone maker 
Xiaomi, are deploying this strategic ap-
proach.  
 
However, there will be idiosyncrasies. For 
example, Korean companies currently have 
an opportunity to capitalize on their coun-
try’s fashionable status for music, TV and 
film and popular culture within the region. 
“Moreover,” adds Bo Nielsen, “the old 
perceptions are increasingly outdated. It is 
no longer the case that Western products 
are automatically seen as high-quality and 
high-price, or that local products are per-
ceived to be cheap but low-quality.”  
 
With many of the dilemmas around market 
positioning and the most applicable type 
of overseas investment, Asia’s growing 
businesses will pursue experimental strate-
gies. Diverse approaches are being used to 
test and better understand how their 
products or services can gain traction in 
different markets. Partnerships and joint 
ventures will often be an initial stepping 
stone en route to a new market.  
 
Market Expansion Services providers can 
certainly help in this process, offering local 
expertise in new geographies for in-
tra-Asian expanders, and providing access 
to established infrastructures that many 
companies will struggle to find by acting 
and investing alone. This support can be 
the crucial factor between succeeding and 
failing in a new emerging market.  
 
The benefits of integration  
Asian companies also recognize they are 
backed by a fair wind of political support, 
with many of the region’s governments 
now working more closely together. In 
particular, the Association of South East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) whose ten mem-
bers – Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, 
Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia – now 
count a combined population around 625 
million and a GDP of USD 2.4 trillion.  
 
ASEAN has already signed free-trade 
agreements with China, and in 2015 will 
establish the ASEAN Economic Community 
(AEC), a free-trade area designed to mirror 
the European Union. The AEC will facilitate 
the free flow of goods, services, invest-
ment and labor throughout the region –  
and represents a huge opportunity for 
companies within the bloc to grow their 
reach and market shares in neighboring 
lands.  
 
Elsewhere in Asia, China continues to be 
the dominant economic story. Chinese 
companies are increasingly shifting pro-
duction into other Asian countries to bene-
fit from lower labor costs, while China in-
creasingly magnetizes Asian companies to 
sell their products and services to its vast 
population with a burgeoning middle class 
and a proven penchant for consumerism. 
 
Nor should the Japanese effect be dis-
counted. Although economic growth has 
been slow in recent years, and the country 
had to confront the enduring traumas as-
sociated with the 2011 earthquake, tsuna-
mi and nuclear accident, Japanese compa-
nies are scouting Asia for growth opportu-
nities. Trade with South East Asia – and 
foreign direct investment into these coun-
tries – is rising, assisted by a long-standing 
cooperation pact between Japan and 
ASEAN. Many Japanese businesses now 
see South East Asia as a high-priority desti-
nation for future investment.  
 
The fundamentals appear strong for in-
tra-Asian trade and investment to continue 
its upward trajectory. The region’s busi-
nesses have recognized the growth poten-
tial that previously attracted their European 
and North American rivals. Moreover, am-
bitious Asian brands increasingly have the 
financial firepower to exploit it. To capital-

Intra-Asian trade by numbers
 
• 7.2%: intra-regional export growth  
 in South East Asia (9.8% in Greater  
 China, 2.1% in North East Asia,  
 9.1% in India)
• 21.9%: annual revenue growth for  
 top 10 Asian emerging market  
 players – versus 6% for world’s top  
 10 developed market players
• USD 230 billion: value of bilateral  
 trade between Japan and South  
 East Asia in 2013
• 1.4 billion: population of China,  
 Asia’s biggest market, followed by  
 1.2 billion in India and a combined  
 600 million in the ten ASEAN  
 nations

David Prosser is a London-based journalist who 
writes on business and economic affairs and 
personal finance. He is a former Business Editor 
of The Independent newspaper. 

ize on already impressive growth in their 
home markets, Asia’s leading firms are 
turning their attentions to neighboring na-
tions to launch the next phase of their 
business expansions, together with trust-
worthy partners to provide them with the 
partnerships and networks to succeed.
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Overcoming 
   the doubters

Bangkok’s financial district.

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   33 20.10.14   16:36



Recent waves of “emerging market 
bashing” in the global media highlight 
the need for a differentiated view of 
emerging markets and rational, long-
term planning to new market access 
and expansion.   
 
In the aftermath of recent civil unrest in 
countries such as Brazil, Thailand, Egypt 
and Turkey, many investors have become 
increasingly concerned about the outlook 
for emerging markets. The slowing eco- 
 
 
 
 
 
nomic performance of the BRIC countries 
(Brazil, Russia, India and China), which at-
tract much of the media’s focus on emerg-
ing markets, has also caused some con-
sternation. For example, China’s growth of 
8% in 2013, still enviably high by interna-
tional standards, has fallen from its 14% 
peak of a few years ago, while India’s 
growth has more than halved from its re-
cord high to less than 5%.  
 
Recent history, however, suggests that 
knee-jerk reactions to perceived problems  
in emerging markets do not always lead to 
the shrewdest conclusions. After the 1997 
financial crisis in Asia and the accompany-
ing doomsday forecasts, it was not long 
before countries like Korea, Thailand, 
China and Indonesia bounced back to im-
pressive growth. “It is in the nature of both 
markets and the media to hype emerging 
markets, then quickly switch to denigrat-
ing them, before eventually starting the 
next round of hype all over again,” says 
Martina Ludescher, Head Corporate 
Development at DKSH. “Reactions to 
events in these countries are often ex-
treme, but rarely reflect reality.”  
 
One of the common misjudgements is to 
combine emerging markets together in 
one crude category without any subtle dif-
ferentiation between countries as far apart 

as Latin America, Asia and Africa. For ex-
ample, ASEAN countries such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia and the Philippines are all demon-
strating continued economic resilience, 
while China’s slowed growth conceals the  
fact that it is challenging the United States 
to become the world’s largest economy. 
 
Underlying realities  
Moreover, the same factors that influenced 
the blooming of developing economies in 
recent decades still apply, notwithstanding  
 
 
 
 
 
temporary – and widely differentiated –  
checks in progress. Labor costs are lower 
than in mature economies, productivity 
has increased dramatically, and the demo-
graphic landscape – with rising middle 
classes and rapid urbanization driving an 
upsurge in consumer demand – continues 
to evolve. A European Commission report 
calculated that emerging market econo-
mies have grown by 600% in the past 50 
years, compared to around 300% in ad-
vanced economies.  
 
Given this background, it is no surprise 
that developed economies have looked to 
emerging markets as their own passport to 
continued growth. Japan is a good exam-
ple. “Because of an aging society, and with 
the yen currently weak, many Japanese 
companies are increasingly looking for op-
portunities to sell more of their products 
within the fast-growing developing mar-
kets in Asia,” says Martina Ludescher. 
 
This positive long-term prognosis does not 
mean, however, that any setback can be 
completely ignored. Whirlwind societal 
change, high-speed urbanization and the 
impact of globalization inevitably create 
social tensions in countries without a long 
history of political and economic stability, 
and international engagement.   
  

“Emerging market economies have grown by 600% in the past 50 years,  
compared to 300% in advanced economies.” 
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Companies have to decide for themselves 
how to react to negative news and events. 
Such responses may differ between short-
term financial investors and long-term 
commercial planners. “Many funds are 
constrained by clear rules on when they 
can invest in a market and when they must 
withdraw,” says Martina Ludescher. “If 
certain indicators exceed predetermined 
thresholds, they have to pull out. Business 
investors tend to have a more long-term 
perspective, so they are unlikely to make 
impetuous decisions. Besides, you can sell 
shares relatively easily, but it’s not so quick 
and simple to close down a manufacturing 
plant and relocate elsewhere.”  
 
Reducing risk  
Turbulence in emerging markets can, how-
ever, engender a greater level of caution 
for companies seeking to expand in com-
plex, often unpredictable territories that 
they do not know and understand  
intimately.   
 
“Even when the external environment is 
entirely stable, companies have to think 
how to use their own finite resources to 
obtain the best possible return on invest-
ment,” says Martina Ludescher. “Market 
competition and pressure on the bottom 
line mean that companies tend to want to 
restrict themselves to what they do best. 
For a manufacturer, that means product 
development, global marketing and pro-
duction – and staying clear of those activi-
ties outside their comfort zone which en-
tail substantial risk, such as local distribu-
tion of products.” Any political or 
economic uncertainty merely strengthens 
this tendency.  
 
To minimize this risk, companies can 
choose to outsource such services to an 
experienced Market Expansion Services 
(MES) partner in the region, such as DKSH. 
“Our clients can enter a new market with-
out any initial substantial outlays of capital 
expenditure and human resource expenses 
on founding a local infrastructure them-

selves,” she says. “Their costs are fully  
variable.”  
 
DKSH tailors its services in Asia according 
to the needs of individual clients. When a 
company is considering a new and unfa-
miliar market, DKSH can undertake in-
depth research, based on its expertise and 
150 years of experience in the region, to 
offer specific advice on product opportuni-
ties and market entry strategy. It is also re-
spected across Asia for its highly devel-
oped capillary distribution network, which 
extends beyond large supermarket chains 
to include networks of small independent 
retailers and local stores.   
 
The immediacy of modern communica-
tions means that international media and 
financial markets respond quickly to any 
signs of instability by questioning the over-
all prospects for emerging markets. The 
central importance of developing econo-
mies for global growth sometimes results 
in rational concern quickly evolving into 
disproportionate, misplaced panic. Armed 
with prudent advice, a carefully planned 

strategy and by utilizing the added-value 
services of an MES provider, companies 
can still enter and expand in emerging 
markets with a realistic hope of significant 
long-term success.

David Bolchover is a business writer based in 
London.

Political unrest in Thailand   
The anti-government protests in Thailand, which started in November 2013, culmi-
nated in the removal of the incumbent Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra, a coup 
d’état and the establishment of military rule.  
 
Prolonged social and political upheaval had a considerable impact on the country’s 
economy. In the first quarter of 2014, Thai GDP contracted 0.5% year-on-year, and 
tourism, vital to the country’s economy, shrunk markedly. Better news followed in the 
second quarter of 2014, as GDP expanded 0.4%, therefore avoiding a technical re-
cession.  
 
Because of the former caretaker government’s restricted capacity to act, 220 foreign 
direct investment applications to the value of USD 12 billion were blocked until the 
military government took power.   
 
However, after a several months of uncertainty, Thailand’s political and economic 
landscapes are stabilizing. “Confidence in Thailand is returning, and we are soon 
likely to see financial performance reflect this recovery,” says Martina Ludescher, 
Head Corporate Development at DKSH.

Trend 37
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Japan’s successful integration of ser-
vice innovation with advanced tech-
nologies and high-quality products is 
making it an influential player in Asia’s 
emerging economic landscape.    
 
Japanese companies are poised for a new 
phase of overseas expansion, and emerg-
ing Asian markets are preferred destina-
tions. Asia, and in particular east coast 
China and Taiwan, has attracted Japanese 
investment in production facilities for many 
years, but companies are now expanding 
their horizons for sales expansion. Rising 
manufacturing labor costs in China and 
slowing exports to China (which account-
ed for 18.1% of Japanese exports in 2013) 
as well as a shrinking population in its 
home market are encouraging Japanese 
firms to spread their investment wings 
across the region.  
 
There is a good reason for this. Japanese 
products, which enjoy international recog-
nition for their quality and value, are highly 
prized by the new consumer class in Asia’s 

emerging markets. Japanese investment 
into the Association of South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), for example, increased 
to USD 23.2 billion in 2013, up from USD 
14.3 billion in 2012, according to the Japan 
External Trade Organization (JETRO). 
Meanwhile, India is garnering renewed at-
tention. In 2012, India’s consulates in Japan 
issued almost 27,000 business visas, a fig-
ure that jumped to almost 41,000 in the 
first ten months of 2013. Room for trade  
 
 
 
 
growth clearly exists, as India accounted 
for only 1.2% (less than Vietnam’s 1.5%) 
of Japanese exports in 2013.  
 
The diversified investment trend is likely to 
continue, with ASEAN at the forefront of 
attentions. With a combined population of 
around 625 million, ASEAN is the world’s 
third-largest labor force, behind China and 
India. The International Monetary Fund ex-
pects the regional economy to grow by 

5.0% this year, and 5.3% in 2015. In addi-
tion, a May 2014 report, entitled 
Understanding ASEAN, Seven Things You 
Need to Know, by McKinsey & Company, 
predicted the region’s consuming class 
could double in size by 2025.   
  
There is another reason why it is an attrac-
tive investment location. The ten member  
countries will establish the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC), closely mir- 
 
 
 
 
roring the European Union, by the end of 
2015, and member states are working to 
standardize regulations, reduce tariffs and 
simplify approval processes. The move-
ment toward integration should enable in-
vestors to expand more easily across 
ASEAN countries.   
 
Seeking new market opportunities 
Japanese companies are fully aware of the 
opportunities. In a survey of business exec-

Intra-Asian trade:        
  the Japan model

“Japanese investment into ASEAN has increased to USD 23.2 billion in 2013.”

Japan’s advanced technologies and high-quality products are making it influential in Asia’s emerging markets.
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ASEAN region offers a chance to shake off 
domestic constraints on business expan- 
sion, such as slowing market growth and 
the presence of rivals, and stretch and 
grow their wings.”  
 
Confronting the challenges  
Despite the investment potential of South 
East Asia, challenges remain for companies 

Trend 39

utives conducted last fall by the Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation, 
Indonesia displaced China for the first time 
since 1992 as the country with the most 
promising business prospects. Nine of 
ASEAN’s ten member countries ranked in 
the top 20, with the small nation of Brunei 
being the only exception. Taiwan also 
ranked in the top 20, while India and China 
ranked second and fourth, respectively. 
 
Japanese companies are deftly positioned 
to capitalize on these business prospects. 
Since the nation’s economy stagnated two 
decades ago, Japanese companies have 
been rebuilding their balance sheets and 
are now in a stronger position to invest 
overseas. Japanese banks, helped by a 
pro-growth interest rate policy, are also 
ready to lend. From a financial standpoint, 
Japanese companies are arguably in better 
shape than at any time in the past 20 years 
to expand overseas.  
 
Japan’s demographic trends add extra mo-
tivation for companies to seek opportuni-
ties overseas. The country is getting older. 
The median age for Japan’s citizens is 46 
years old, compared to 29 years old for 
Indonesia, and less than 24 years old in the 
Philippines. To keep selling their products, 
Japanese companies must seek out new 
markets. South East Asia’s young popula-
tions and burgeoning middle class spend-
ing power are enticing ‘pull’ factors for 
companies targeting long-term potential 
growth.   
 
“The long-term shrinking of the domestic 
market, low financing costs, very good 
products, and the cheaper yen are all fac-
tors that make exporting a very interesting 
proposition for Japanese companies,” says 
Dr. Peter Kaemmerer, President of DKSH 
Japan.  
 
Opportunities exist for both large and 
smaller Japanese companies. “Multina-
tional companies need to take advantage 
of their key strengths, such as organiza-

tional capabilities, personnel, knowledge 
networks and IT, and use local human re-
sources to help tailor their products and  
services to local needs and tastes,” notes  
Dr. Tomikazu Hiraga, Asia General Director 
for the NLI Research Institute, in a recent 
online article for the Tokyo-based Institute 
for International Studies and Training. “For 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), the 

DKSH supports UHA Mikakuto to expand in China and Thailand 
Established in 1949, UHA Mikakuto is a unique Japanese candy maker that specializes 
in producing and selling confectionery products, including milk and butter candies, 
fruit gummies, snacks and throat-care candies. Headquartered in Osaka, it has oper-
ations across Japan, including Tokyo, Sapporo, Sendai, Nagoya, Hiroshima and 
Fukuoka. It has also established a manufacturing facility in Shanghai.   
 
Since 2013, UHA Mikakuto has been working with DKSH to expand its business in 
China and Thailand. “Although our collaboration is not yet a long one, DKSH has 
provided us with practical sales operational support, including in-store merchandis-
ing, and professional distribution services. UHA appreciates DKSH’s excellent organi-
zational capacities in both countries,” says Mr. Yasumasa Yamada, President & CEO 
of UHA.   
 
“Expanding into new markets makes this an exciting time for UHA, and we are work-
ing together with DKSH to maximize new business opportunities. Through strong 
communication with DKSH management and the leaders of its operational teams, 
UHA is confident of achieving shared business goals in China and Thailand. UHA aims 
to provide the best quality confectionery products to consumers across Asia in the 
years to come, and our partnership with DKSH will be crucial to succeeding in this 
objective,” says Mr. Yamada.

DKSH Thailand representatives Ratana Winoonwattanakit, Pattaraporn Penprapat and Nick Reitmeier 
with Ryuichi Tabata, General Manager, Overseas Business Section, UHA Mikakuto Co. Ltd.
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DKSH Japan Outbound Service: enabling Japanese companies to expand in Asia 
“Made in Japan has a great image across Asia for consumer and industrial goods,” 
says Dr. Peter Kaemmerer, President of DKSH Japan. “DKSH has been in Japan for 
149 years, and has been actively marketing Japanese products through our Asian 
networks for many years. Last year, we decided to do this in a more systematic way.” 
 
This systemic way of supporting Japanese companies is called the Japan Outbound 
Service. Japanese companies produce many of the world’s best products, and Asia is 
home to many of the world’s fastest growing consumer markets. DKSH has recog-
nized these facts and responded by launching its first ever country-specific outbound 
teams to assist Japanese companies selling their products in markets around Asia.  
 
As part of the program, DKSH has set up dedicated, Japanese-speaking teams in 
Tokyo and Thailand to help Japanese companies of all sizes with decisions related to 
sourcing, market analysis, market entry strategy, marketing and sales, distribution 
and logistics, after-sales services and other issues. DKSH is uniquely positioned to 
help these companies. With origins in Asia, a proven track record, and 27,200 special-
ists and 710 business locations across the region, DKSH offers global perspectives 
with unparalleled local expertise.   
 
This proven expertise enables Japanese companies to successfully sell their products 
in the rapidly developing economies of South East Asia. “For companies producing 
consumer goods and industrial goods, South East Asia is really one of the last fron-
tiers for emerging markets,” says Dr. Kaemmerer.   
 
The opportunities for reaching consumers in those markets will grow as the region 
reduces trade barriers and promotes economic integration. “Growth in intra-Asian 
trade will be fueled by the establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
in 2015, a project to foster economic integration among South East Asian nations,” 
says the 2014 DKSH/Roland Berger Market Expansion Services Report.  
 
DKSH Japan K.K. officially launched the Japanese Outbound Service in January 2014, 
and the response far has been impressive. “When we started, we thought we would 
be swamped by small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), which had excellent 
products but limited international marketing and sales, distribution and even linguis-
tic skills,” says Dr. Kaemmerer. “That has happened, and to our great surprise, the 
larger companies have come to talk to us as well.”

Tom Clouse  writes on economic, political  
and social issues for magazines in the USA,  
EU and China. He divides his time between  
San Francisco, Nashville and Beijing.

with plans to operate in the region. 
Reaching consumers is one of them. 
Indonesia, for example, has around 18,000 
islands. The Philippines has around 7,000. 
Reaching consumers in these remote areas 
through marketing and/or distribution  
channels presents obvious difficulties. 
Cultural diversity is another challenge. 
ASEAN members speak dozens of lan-
guages and have a wide variety of regions 
and cultural sensitivities. For example, 
Malaysia has a majority Muslim population 
in addition to strong Indian and Chinese 
influences, while Thailand and Myanmar 
are mainly Buddhist and the population of 
the Philippines is majority Catholic.   
 
Finally, the range of income levels is more 
extreme in ASEAN than most regions of 
the world. As McKinsey highlights in its re-
port on ASEAN, GDP per capita in  
Singapore is more than 30 times higher 
than in Laos and more than 50 times high-
er than in Cambodia or Myanmar. The 
standard deviation in average incomes is 
more than seven times that of EU member 
states, the report points out. For this rea-
son, products suitable for one market may 
be too expensive or too cheap for another. 
  
“You must be nimble,” says Dr. Kaemmerer. 
“This can be a challenge for Japanese 
companies, which are used to the more 
homogenous domestic market, but it is a 
challenge all foreign companies must con-
front.”  
 
That challenge is worth confronting, Dr. 
Kaemmerer says. “The ASEAN region is 
admittedly fragmented because there are 
many countries. At the same time, there 
are many people, a young population, and 
the cities are getting bigger and bigger. It 
is a fabulous market opportunity.”
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Reassessing business 
  goals in Asia

Trend 41

Customers across Asia are becoming more sophisticated, and enjoy a greater choice of products and services.
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Achieving success in Asia’s increasing-
ly competitive markets means adopt-
ing a customer-centric approach to 
product and service delivery.    
 
Entering an emerging Asian market, ex-
panding across borders or reaching into 
different regions of a particular country are 
usually driven by a similar objective: sus-
tainable growth and profit. These remain 
the top priorities for all emerging market 
players, whether they are multinationals or 
regional companies, but fast-changing 
consumer landscapes have influenced busi-
nesses to place customers at the heart of 
their business planning.  
 
Companies, whether they are operating in 
small corners or large swathes of Asia, are 
adapting their commercial approach to 
recognize that greater organizational agili-
ty and flexibility are required to compete in 
demand-driven consumer environments. 
To anticipate and be readily prepared for 
new business situations, teams on-the-
ground need to better understand the dif-
ferentiated needs of customers within indi-
vidual Asian countries and across the  
region.  
 
Meeting customer expectations  
The catalyst for such a strategic reappraisal 
was highlighted by the third DKSH/Roland 
Berger Strategy Consultants Market 
Expansion Services report, entitled Driving 
The Cycle Of Growth In Emerging 
Economies, which noted that Asia’s rapidly 
diversifying economies “have long since 
ceased to be merely an extended work-
bench for the industrialized world. On  
the contrary, growing prosperity has also 
made emerging markets attractive as sales 
markets.”  
 
While the pace and scale of transformation 
in the consumer landscape continues to 
evolve across Asia, many of the fundamen-
tal trends are comparable. The growing 
affluence of populations as incomes rise, 
the influence of more intra-regional trade 

and a necessity for multiple channels and 
platforms to target, connect and interact 
with different market segments is driving a 
shift in business planning. Companies are 
seeking to better adapt to Asia’s fast-
paced, increasingly complex business envi-
ronment by ramping up their focus on core 
competencies.  
 
Commercial competition in Asia is not just 
intensifying in terms of the quality and va-
riety of products and services available in 
each marketplace, or the focus on price 
and value. Emerging market players are 
swiftly learning the art of branding, and 
are focusing on corporate image and repu-
tation. At the same time, new growth, cost 
and internationalization priorities are 
evolving as Asia-based companies expand 
their operations.   
 
Ultimately, long-term success will go hand-
in-hand with consumer satisfaction, which 
presages enhanced sales and profit 
growth. “A key driver of business success 
in Asia is recognizing that a customer- 
centric business model is essential to meet-
ing the challenges and maximizing the op-
portunities of the evolving consumer land-
scapes,” says Bruno Sidler, Chief Operating 
Officer at DKSH. “Customers across the 
region are becoming more sophisticated, 
and enjoy a greater choice of products and 
services. Consequently, their expectations 
have risen, and continue to rise.”  
 
The future operating model  
The availability of local partnerships and 
networks is integrated into the business 
expansion plans of emerging market play-
ers. “By contrast, the lack of such relation-
ships in foreign markets is a significant ob-
stacle to expansion and represents a major 
motivation for emerging market players to 
form partnerships with multi-faceted 
Market Expansion Services (MES) provid-
ers,” says the DKSH/Roland Berger report. 
“The full-service integration delivered by 
large MES providers also accommodates 
clients’ growing demand for services not 
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just in single countries, but in entire  
regions.”  
 
DKSH wants to be seen as a strategic, pro-
active and strong partner who helps clients 
and customers increase market share and 
grow their business. Thereby, ultimately 
also growing profitable business for its 
company. The company therefore rein-
vents itself to consistently stay ahead of 
the game and provide more sophisticated 
services to its business partners.  
 
This means understanding both the “push 
and pull” factors. “DKSH has proven very 
successful at ‘pushing’ clients’ products 
and getting them onto the right shelves in 
the right retail locations, and selling them 
to the identified target consumers,” says 
Bruno Sidler. “But as consumer choices in-
crease, it is also important to engage close-
ly and to have direct interactions with con-
sumers in each market. Being closer to and 
better understanding customers is import-
ant today for any business, and ultimately 
it’s all about turning shoppers into  
buyers.”  
 
Researching consumer trends  
Getting closer to consumers in Asia has in-
fluenced manufacturers to make huge in-
vestments to create and implement new 
mechanisms for influencing purchasing de-
cisions. Developing value-added relation-
ships with customers now transcends tele-
vision advertising, and instead focuses on 
direct, personalized interaction through 
digital platforms and social media. Brands 
are also paying greater attention to their  
product packaging, in-store presentations 
and promotions across multiple channels. 
 
In advance of creating and delivering prod-
uct and service communications, brands 
are utilizing a more detailed level of market 
research and analysis. “Take for example, 
the Spanish fashion brand Zara. It has 
scouts spotting trends on streets across 
the world and transmitting this informa-
tion back to Spain. This enables the de-

signers to create new collections very fast 
and get them shipped to stores at high 
speed,” says Bruno Sidler. Strong competi-
tion on the high street means the time lag 
between conducting on-the-ground re-
search and delivering new products to 
stores has to be highly compressed.  
 
Partnerships that result in mutual benefit 
for both parties are an integral element of 
21st-century business planning in Asia. 
“Even established brands have new ways 
of looking at the growth potential of their 
portfolio. They are approaching partners 
like DKSH as we can deliver better results 
for so-called ‘tired’ brands,” says Bruno 
Sidler. “We have increased sales for several 
long-established brands by changing the 
focus, and developing different sales and 
distribution channels. Clients appreciate 
that we can add real value by boosting 
outsourced brands, whilst allowing them 
to focus on their key brands and future 
blockbusters.”  
 
DKSH is also linking up with subject matter 
experts to increase speed to market 
through best-in-class Field Marketing ser-
vices. “We have established a joint venture 
with the Smollan Group, a diversified Field 
Marketing services company based in 
South Africa that employs around 30,000 
people across Africa, India and China, for 
highly effective in-store execution and a 
variety of consumer intelligence gathering 
services,” says Bruno Sidler. 

Gary Bowerman is a KL-based business writer 
and analyst, and co-founder of Scribes of the 
Orient, a marketing and communications  
agency headquartered in Hong Kong.

Organizational agility in 
a VUCA world
 
Volatility. Uncertainty. Complexity. Am-
biguity. Combined together, those four 
words create an acronym, VUCA, which 
increasingly challenges business execu-
tives. The VUCA model was termed by 
the US Army in the 1990s to describe 
the complex geo-strategic landscape of 
the post-Cold War world. Today, VUCA 
is applied to the rapidly changing com-
mercial world, where the dynamics 
of digitization and the complexity of 
emerging markets influence how com-
panies think about their business.    
 
“The VUCA model identifies the inter-
nal and external conditions affecting 
organizations today. It can be seen 
as the continuum of skills leaders 
can develop to help make sense of 
leading in a VUCA world,” notes De-
veloping Leaders in a VUCA Environ-
ment, a white paper published by UNC 
Kenan-Flagler Business School.   
 
Leadership agility and adaptability are 
essential skills to succeed in an increas-
ingly globalized business environment 
that is defined by complex business 
challenges and opportunities, lacks pre-
dictability, is shaped by the dynamics of 
change and presents myriad prospects 
for surprise for each organization.   
 
Hence, strategic management should 
be focused on creating an “adaptive 
firm,” says a report by Boston Consult-
ing Group. Adaptive firms “can adjust 
and learn better, faster, and more eco-
nomically than their peers, giving them 
an ‘adaptive advantage’.” 

Trend 43
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The monetary experiences across the 
region since the Asian Financial Crisis 
suggest that a single ASEAN currency 
should be a central pillar of the ASEAN 
Economic Community.  
 
What’s the world’s seventh biggest econo-
my? Why, the Association of South East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) of course, which is 
currently valued at USD 2.4 trillion. Yet un-
like single currency entities, such as the 
United States, Eurozone, China or Russia, 
ASEAN remains an assortment of different 
currencies, ranging from the strong and in-
ternationally recognized, such as the 
Singapore dollar, to the barely known Lao 
kip. ASEAN’s slogan may be “One Vision, 
One Identity, One Community,” but it re-
tains ten currencies in circulation, and all 
fluctuate at different rhythms. 

The absence of a single currency across 
ASEAN is a significant issue for businesses 
in the region for two primary reasons. 
First, as the greater economic integration 
of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
becomes reality, the lack of a region-wide 
currency strategy means there is no single, 
comparable exchange rate.   
 
Second, ASEAN’s major regional competi-
tors for investment all have unified curren-
cies – China with the RMB, and India with 
the rupee. Companies seeking to expand 
across ASEAN by utilizing the benefits of 
the AEC – such as a single market and pro-
duction base – may need to manage their 
transactions in Indonesian rupiah, 
Malaysian ringgit, the Philippine peso, 
Singapore dollar, Thai baht, Brunei dollar, 
Cambodian riel, Lao kip, Myanmar kyat 

Currency risks of 
  doing business in Asia

ASEAN flag: the blue represents peace and stability, red depicts courage and dynamism, white shows purity 
and yellow symbolizes prosperity.
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and the Vietnamese dong. The variety of 
exchange rates, currency fluctuations and 
convertibility issues can be bewildering.   
 
A basket of currencies  
There are good reasons why many ASEAN 
nations are nervous about a common cur-
rency. The Asian Financial Crisis of 1997-
1998 still looms large in the minds of re-
gional finance ministers. A greater integra-
tion of treasuries does not always seem a 
good idea to the ASEAN nations with 
stronger currencies, as they well remember 
the domino effect of currency collapses.  
 
This fear is perhaps heightened by the fact 
that it has been a volatile twelve months 
for most ASEAN currencies. Some have 
weathered the storms better than others. 
Since 2013, both the Indonesian rupiah 
and the Thai baht have dropped in value as 
oil prices surged (both are net importers), 
while Malaysia’s ringgit also fell but to a 
considerably lesser degree (Malaysia is 
ASEAN’s largest net exporter of oil.)  
 
However, such currency logic does not al-
ways apply in ASEAN. For instance, despite 

Viewpoint 45

the recent political unrest in Thailand, the 
baht has remained surprisingly resilient, as 
investors have seen political events as a 
temporary blip to long-term business 
growth. In Myanmar, despite a generally 
upbeat assessment of economic opportu-
nities from the region’s business communi-
ty, the kyat has only strengthened slightly 
over the year, due mainly to weak and un-
derdeveloped banking structures that limit 
the currency’s growth.   
 
Elsewhere, governments have managed 
currencies for political reasons. Manila 
tends to follow the United States very 
closely, and this year the peso has dipped 
after hawkish news from the US Federal 
Reserve, the impact of which might not 
have affected the decisions of other 
ASEAN finance ministers. Similarly, in June, 
Vietnam’s central bank devalued the dong 
for the first time in a year to help spur ex-
ports and to ensure its stability during 
heightened tensions with China.   
 
The criteria for integration  
It is the nature of economics that some 
countries are more prosperous than oth-

ers, but the objectives of the AEC are to 
create a single market and production base 
through the free flow of goods, services 
and finances by 2015. Why then, given 
that ASEAN is surrounded by strong, uni-
fied currencies and has closely monitored 
the example of the European Union and its 
euro, has ASEAN not opted to include a 
single currency as part of its economic in-
tegration?   
 
Probably the easiest way to explain it is, as 
Paulius Kuncinas, Asia Regional Editor of 
the Oxford Business Group, recently com-
mented, that ASEAN is a “reluctant eco-
nomic bloc.” It is also difficult to see how a 
common currency could be imposed across 
economies that, though connected geo-
graphically, include small, highly developed 
states, such as Singapore, alongside highly 
emergent developing countries such as 
Laos and Myanmar.   
 
Large differences in income, too, are evi-
dent across the region, and linking curren-
cies from oil rich nations like Malaysia and 
Brunei, strong manufacturing states such 
as Vietnam and Cambodia, through to 
largely agricultural economies like Laos 
and the vast landmasses and populations 
of the Philippines and Indonesia, is a tricky 
task. Certain criteria would need to be es-
tablished – such as the Eurozone’s “debt 
criterion” and “deficit criterion” – that all 
ASEAN national treasuries would have to 
adhere to, and it is hard to see how these 
could be implemented across ASEAN.  
 
Recent history shows that the economic 
gap between Greece and Germany caused 
a major rift and nearly scuppered the en-
tire Eurozone project. However, the gap 
between Berlin and Athens is far narrower 
than the economic chasm between 
Cambodia – one of the world’s least- 
developed countries – and Singapore, 
ASEAN’s financial services capital.  
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The British Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
George Osbourne, recently predicted that 
the RMB would “become almost as famil-
iar as the dollar” within his lifetime. Should 
it meet its objectives, the new Shanghai 
Free Trade Zone (FTZ) will further the inter-
nationalization of the RMB. Foreign ex-
change registered capital can be freely 
converted into RMB by any foreign-invest-
ed enterprise established in the Shanghai 
FTZ.  
 
Other currencies also offer region-wide 
power – the Japanese yen, the Hong Kong 
dollar, perhaps the Australian dollar, and 
possibly even the Indian rupee at some 
point in future. All these currencies are  
single-nation currencies but trade comfort-
ably and easily across borders. However, 
the Hong Kong dollar is considered to be 

too closely linked, and, therefore, ultimate-
ly subordinate, to the RMB, the Australian 
dollar is tied to Australia’s commodities 
book, and the Indian rupee is too unstable 
at present.   
 
Internationalizing, or even regionalizing, a 
currency is tough. Compared to the US 
dollar or euro, the Japanese yen remains a 
distant third-ranked global currency, al-
though Japan is the fourth-largest econo-
my in the world and has taken steps since 
the late 1990s to reform its policy and in-
stitutions to facilitate the internationaliza-
tion of its currency. If Japan’s experiences 
are any guide, it may be necessary to ask 
how anything but a region-wide currency 
bloc comprised of dynamic emerging 
economies could become an international 
player.  

The potential issues for business  
ASEAN’s multifarious currencies can make 
cross-border trade challenging. Sourcing 
parts in Cambodia, Indonesia and Malaysia; 
assembling in Thailand and Laos; shipping 
from Vietnam; dealing with marketing and 
advertising services in Singapore; manag-
ing a call center operation in the 
Philippines, while hoping to win customers 
in markets as diverse as Myanmar and 
Brunei are challenging prospects. In addi-
tion, the firm’s regional head office may be 
in Tokyo, Shanghai or Hong Kong. As a re-
sult, the life cycle of trading a simple prod-
uct in ASEAN may involve multiple curren-
cy transactions.   
 
This complex situation is unlikely to im-
prove any time soon – so chief financial 
officers (CFOs) will need to keep a calcula-
tor close at hand and create a quick link to 
xe.com. Currently, no infrastructure link 
exists between the Central Securities 
Depository (CSDs) of each ASEAN member 
state, nor do any Central Counterparty 
(CCPs) mechanisms link member nations. 
No progress on this issue is planned during 
the current phase of ASEAN economic in-
tegration. So connecting capital markets 
can be added to the problem of integrat-
ing currencies. In essence, banks and fi-
nancial institutions across ASEAN are com-
municating at a distance.   
 
Of course, it is worth remembering that, to 
a certain degree, many ASEAN nations al-
ready have a common currency: the US 
dollar. With China pushing to establish the 
RMB as an international currency, the more 
formal linkage to a global currency would 
help stabilize ASEAN’s currency fluctua-
tions. The RMB is already the eighth most 
traded currency globally and with so-called 
“dim sum bonds” – RMB-denominated 
bonds issued beyond mainland China – 
plus effective convertibility in Hong Kong 
and bureau de change’s worldwide, the 
Chinese currency is becoming more global-
ly ubiquitous.   
 

ASEAN’s multifarious currencies can make cross-border trading challenging.
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For this reason, a single ASEAN currency 
should not remain off the agenda for much 
longer. If, once the AEC is established, 
ASEAN moves from being a group of 
“good neighbours” to a “family of 
friends,” calls will become louder for an 
ASEAN dollar (or whatever it may be 
called) to enable the region – and busi-
nesses operating within it – to continue to 
grow and prosper.

Paul French is an independent author and  
economic analyst specializing in China  
and Asian economies. He is based between 
London and Shanghai.

Viewpoint 47

The statistical challenges and benefits of a single ASEAN currency
 
• Singapore’s per-capita income is about 40 times larger than Indonesia’s. Such differ- 
 entials could make it difficult to sustain a common currency
• In the last twelve months, the Indonesian rupiah was the worst performing ASEAN  
 currency, depreciating by 24% against the US dollar. The Singapore dollar was the  
 strongest ASEAN currency, depreciating by only 3.3% against the US dollar
• The investment rate between ASEAN economies is currently 25%, compared to  
 intra-investment of around 70% among the 28 members of the EU
• ASEAN’s largest export destinations are China (USD 142 billion), Japan (USD 127  
 billion), the EU (USD 125 billion), the US (USD 108 billion) and Korea (USD 56  
 billion). All these major trade partners would likely prefer a single currency for  
 transactions with the ten ASEAN nations  
• The total number of tourists visiting ASEAN in 2013 was 99.2 million, an increase  
 of 11.73% from 2012. Further intra-ASEAN travel growth would be greatly facili- 
 tated by a single currency

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   45 20.10.14   16:36



Rapid urbanization across the region 
is driving an upgrade of underdevel-
oped infrastructure, ranging from 
roads, airports and railways to sub-
way systems, telecoms networks and 
office towers.  
 
Infrastructure enhancement is a definitive 
21st century Asian issue that is challenging 
urban planners from Bangkok to Kuala 
Lumpur, and Mumbai to Yangon. China 
has been the biggest infrastructure invest-
ment story so far this century, and contin-
ues to claim the headlines. Its ambitious 
investment continues despite a slowing 
economy, and the Chinese government  
recently released plans for the Jingjinji 
megalopolis, combining the cities of 
Beijing and Tianjin and large swathes of 
Hebei province.  

China’s infrastructure development plans 
are not restricted to its own borders. It has 
proposed a new Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank, with an initial USD 100 
billion capital injection, to rival the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank – 
which is dominated by Japan and the 
United States, with 15.6% and 15.7% 
shares respectively, compared to China’s 
5.5%.  
 
Asia’s other pillar economy, India, is also 
facing a daunting challenge to develop in-
frastructure at sufficient speed to support 
a rapidly urbanizing nation. A recent 
Deloit te repor t ,  ent it led Indian 
Infrastructure: A Trillion Dollar Opportunity, 
notes that India’s Twelfth Five Year Plan 
(2012-2017) is tasked with alleviating the 
“increasing stress on physical infrastruc-
ture, i.e., electricity, railways, roads, ports, 

irrigation, water supply and sanitation, all 
of which already suffer from deficit in 
terms of capacities as well as efficiencies.” 
 
In South East Asia, investors are lining up 
to tender for government-initiated infra-
structure projects in Myanmar, as its econ-
omy gathers pace alongside political re-
forms. According to a McKinsey & 
Company report, entitled Myanmar’s  
Moment: Unique Opportunities, Major 
Challenges, it will require a total invest-
ment of USD 650 billion up to 2030 to as-
sist with its economic transformation. The 
report adds that such an eye-watering vol-
ume of investment could help Myanmar’s 
GDP to quadruple in size over the next 15 
to 17 years, releasing a new “Tiger 
Economy” into both the ASEAN domain, 
and the global financial system.  
 

Investing in 
  Asia’s infrastructure

Port of Singapore.
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Supporting consumer spending  
Economic, as well as demographic, chang-
es are boosting demand for enhanced in-
frastructure. A general shift is discernible 
in many countries – ranging from China 
and India to Vietnam and Indonesia – from 
export manufacturing towards nurturing 
domestic consumer markets. In these 
countries, so-called “islands of consump-
tion” are emerging. These consumer nex-
uses are no longer concentrated only in the 
capital cities and main urban agglomera-
tions, but are increasingly spreading to 
lower tier cities. A race is now on to fill in 
the logistical gaps between where prod-
ucts are made and where the expanding 
middle classes live, shop and consume. 
 
For example, Apple wants to spread its re-
gional focus from China into Vietnam, 
Indonesia, India and other South East 
Asian countries as these consumer markets 
strengthen and gain traction. By evolving 
from low-cost export manufacturing bases 
to focus instead on growing domestic con-
sumption, increased opportunities will ex-
ist to sell mobile phones, tablets and com-
puters – and to invest in the required com-
munications infrastructure to support 
expanding consumer demand.  

Another result of the shift in economic fo-
cus from exporting overseas to domestic 
consumption is the need for national logis-
tical networks to supply goods across 
countries. This is a tough challenge in the 
region’s larger geographies, notably 
Philippines and Indonesia, which are both 
vast archipelagos comprising thousands of 
islands. Demand is increasing, however, as 
the consuming classes expand because of 
rising incomes and increased urbanization. 
In 1950, only 17% of the Asian population 
was urban, but by 2030 the urban popula-
tion is expected to reach 55%, or about 
2.7 billion people. The potential for growth 
is highlighted by India, where only 10 to 
15% of the population is middle class, and 
only 31% is urban, according to the na-
tion’s 2011 census.  
 
Urbanization and infrastructure   
development  
A significant divide exists between income 
levels across Asia – comparing Japan’s GDP 
per capita (USD 38,492) with that of Laos 
(USD 1,646) underlines this fact. While 
poverty and low incomes are a barrier to  
 
 
 
 
 
consumer market growth – and, therefore, 
domestic infrastructure development –  
they also present potential opportunities  
for growth and investment. According to 
an Asian Development Bank (ADB) eco-
nomics working paper, infrastructure in-
vestment will help add 28% of real GDP 
growth in high income ADB member 
countries up to 2030. That growth rate will 
be equalled or exceeded by middle income 
countries. Infrastructure investment will 
drive the opening-up of less developed 
economies, and raise domestic consump-
tion within them, the report adds.  
 

Urbanization is a significant factor in rais-
ing people from poverty and into the con-
suming classes. A January 2013 report by 
Standard Chartered Bank notes that the 
ten countries of the Association of South 
East Asian Nations (ASEAN) occupy three 
tiers according to level of urbanization. Tier 
1 includes Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei, 
each with an urbanization rate of 75% or 
more. Tier 2 features Indonesia and the 
Philippines, with 50% or greater. Tier 3 
comprises Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Thailand and Vietnam, each with less than 
50%. The report argues that if Tier 3 coun-
tries should reach a Tier 2 level of urban-
ization, and Tier 2 countries improve to 
Tier 1 level, ASEAN’s GDP per capita could 
treble in value.  
 
Improved GDP per capita is the Holy Grail 
of economic planners. Not only can it cre-
ate demand for more homes, cars and re-
tail malls, it also supports improved trans-
port networks for consumers and com-
muters, and, crucially, provides the impetus 
for companies to locate goods and service 
delivery closer to the “islands of consump- 
 
 
 
 
 
tion.” The scale of infrastructure develop-
ment across Asia also provides plentiful 
new jobs for urban dwellers, thus helping  
create a virtuous circle of income growth  
that fuels demand for even better infra-
structure.

“In 1950, only 17% of the Asian population was urban, but by 2030  
the urban population is expected to reach 55%, or about 2.7 billion people.” 
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Beyond the megacities  
In China, new railway, subway and high-
way infrastructure for transporting freight 
and people is penetrating beyond the 
megacities into myriad lower tier cities. 
Similar “new urban centers” will become 
the focus of economic growth across Asia, 
as the primary cities reach capacity limits, 
and economic activity and wealth spreads 
regionally within each country. India is a 
good example. To create greater urbaniza-
tion, and expand economic activity into 
rural areas, vast investment in transport in-
frastructure, housing, commercial property 
and retail development will be needed. 
Only then can the middle classes expand 
and underpin a more robust domestic con-
sumer economy.  
 
Increased mobility and travel will also push 
new economic levers, as holidaymakers 
from less developed Asian countries aspire 
to the lifestyles they see in the region’s 
more developed nations. According to the 
Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), the 
volume of Asians traveling within Asia 
Pacific will increase by 7.7% each year be-
tween 2014 and 2018, representing 146 
million new travellers annually.

A good example of building for future trav-
el capacity in South East Asia is the KLIA2 
airport terminal in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
It opened in May 2014 as the world’s larg-
est low-cost carrier terminal to support 
booming regional growth in budget air 
travel. The new Hanthawaddy airport in 
Myanmar is expected to start operations in 
2018 with an initial capacity of 12 million 
passengers per year. It is ultimately target-
ed to become a South East Asian hub to 
rival Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok and 
Singapore. Overland travel is also a focus 
of prospective investment. China has been 
working with several South East Asian 
countries to develop transnational rail links 
to connect South China and the ASEAN  
region.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meeting the technology challenge 
The development of any domestic con-
sumer market requires advanced retail and 
consumer services infrastructure. Across 
Asia, new warehousing, retail centers, su-
permarkets, roads and chilled truck fleets 
are being constructed to meet diversifying 
logistical challenges. Wastage remains 
high in many countries (particularly China 
and India), especially for fresh produce. 
Despite the rapid growth in China’s retail 
industry, a significant shortfall still exists in 
cold chain logistics for the movement of 
fresh produce, with as much as 20 to 30% 
spoilage reported in 2012. This issue is ex-
acerbated in Asia’s equatorial and tropical 
climates.  
 

The gaps in infrastructure development across Asia are still large,   
but ambitious investment strategies are being proposed and approved:
 
• China is planning to build 6,600 km of new railway track in 2014, 1,000 km 
 more than in 2013, and is considering a RMB 300 billion railway investment 
  fund
•  Japan’s Government Pension Investment Fund (GPIF) is set to invest as much 
 as USD 2.7 billion in infrastructure projects over the next five years  
•  ASEAN needs investment of USD 8 trillion to bridge the infrastructure gap 
 across its ten member nations, according to a May 2014 statement by Fon 
 Mathuros, Senior Director of the World Economic Forum
•  India has set an infrastructure investment target of USD 1 trillion, and has 
  approached Japan to invest in infrastructure projects, including bullet trains 
  and 100 smart cities
•  Myanmar needs total infrastructure investment of USD 650 billion before 2030, 
 by which time its GDP could quadruple, according to McKinsey & Company

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   48 20.10.14   16:36



Matthew Crabbe is a market research expert with 
more than 20 years’ experience of researching 
Asian markets, and author of Mythbusting  
China’s Numbers: Understanding and using  
China’s statistics.

Viewpoint 51

Greater trade integration in ASEAN follow-
ing the establishment of the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) in 2015, will 
further highlight the necessity for im-
proved market infrastructures among its 
member countries. Progress has so far 
been slow in reducing tariff barriers and 
enhancing trade liberalization, but im-
provements in both areas are important to 
the economic future of each individual 
country. Similarly, speedier progress is 
needed for creating a regional framework 
to build pan-regional logistics infrastruc-
tures to facilitate the desired higher level of 
commercial integration.  
 
 
 

New technologies will be at the forefront 
of overcoming the bottlenecks in Asia’s in-
frastructure. By investing now in such tech-
nologies, and the applications of those 
technologies, Asian nations can plan more 
clearly for growth in the future.  
  
The retail sector is an example of how in-
frastructures are being redefined for the 
digital era. Across Asia, shopping malls 
and high street retailers are striving to rein-
vent their brands, products and services to 
connect with online-savvy consumers, and 
investment in new infrastructure is being 
influenced by the proliferation of mobile 
commerce. As shopping continues its mo-
bile journey across Asia, retail infrastruc-
tures will become digitally enhanced and 

capable of faster, more efficient delivery of 
the services expected by today’s discerning 
Asian consumer.

Rapid urbanization across Asia is driving an upgrade of underdeveloped infrastructure.
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Business vocabulary  

 English Thai Swiss German

 Hello    Grüezi
  (sa wat dee khrap/sa wat dee kha)

 How do you do?    Wie goht’s
  (bpen yaang rai baang)

 Thank you   Danke
  (khaawp khoon khrap/khaawp khoon kha)

 A pleasure to meet you   Es freut mich, Sie z’kennelärne
  (yin di thi dai ru chak khun)

 Market Expansion Services  Marktexpansions-Dienschtleischter 
  (karn hai brikan dan karn khayay talad)

Tips for doing business

Thailand

• Religion is present everywhere in Thailand, and respect for the 
 culture involves understanding the strength of religious senti-
 ment 

• Whereas in China or Japan the atmosphere at the negotiation 
 table is often very serious, business discussions in Thailand can 
 be affable, and often take place with a smile on the face 

• This openness, however, must not be misunderstood, or the 
 Thai customer underestimated. At first sight, many things seem 
 to be quite simple. Whereas the Thai are certainly flexible, they 
 can be very determined when pushed and negotiations can be 
 complex 

• Confrontation and demonstrations of irritation or frustration 
 are considered disrespectful 

• Thailand’s political situation is complex and confusing and can 
 impact on the business environment, but it is considered im-
 polite to discuss this during meetings 

Switzerland

• Punctuality is necessary on all occasions, whether meeting for 
 business or a social function. This is especially true in the 
 German-speaking areas, where arriving even five minutes late 
 for a business or social engagement can cause grave offence  

• Although French- and Italian-speaking areas tend to be slightly 
 more relaxed about time, punctuality is strongly appreciated  

• Formal dress is preferred, and being well presented and re-
 maining polite at all times is considered respectful 

• Business contacts should be referred to initially by a profes-
 sional title, then the person’s family name. A first name should 
 be used only when invited to do so  

• Shaking hands firmly and politely while retaining eye contact is 
 an important part of business etiquette

All parts of the world have their own particular etiquette and formalities 

for conducting business. In this edition, we will look at Thailand and 

Switzerland.

Inside DKSH 53
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Launching the leading home   
  pregnancy test in China 
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DKSH’s Business Unit Healthcare is 
working with Swiss Precision 
Diagnostics to provide e-commerce, 
distribution and logistics services for 
its Clearblue® product range.   
 
Swiss Precision Diagnostics (SPD), a joint 
venture between Procter & Gamble (P&G) 
and ALERE, is a world leader in the re-
search, design, production and supply of 
advanced consumer diagnostic products. 
The development of Clearblue made SPD 
the first and only company to offer a preg-
nancy test that also diagnoses how many 
weeks the user is pregnant. Consumers in 
China can now benefit from home preg-
nancy and ovulation tests that are equally 
as accurate as a doctor’s test.   
 
Based on a joint business plan, SPD leads 
the brand and consumer marketing ef-
forts, while DKSH is taking care of the 
trade channels, product listing and point-
of-sales promotions. Starting in July 2014, 
Clearblue pregnancy and ovulation tests 
became available to consumers at chain 
and independent retail pharmacies and 
personal care stores like Watsons and 
Mannings across China. The aim is to 
achieve 12,600 stores by the end of the 
first year. DKSH is also supporting SPD 
with its e-commerce operation, by listing 
Clearblue products with online pharmacies 
and distributing the products to e- 
commerce businesses.  
 
The launch of the Clearblue product line 
was accompanied by significant direct- 
to-consumer media investment campaigns, 
including digital marketing and OOH (out-
of-home advertising). SPD places a strong 
focus on creating consumer awareness via 
mobile and smartphone promotions. The 
campaign was designed to educate con-
sumers and increase awareness about the 
products, and promote the availability of 
the home pregnancy and ovulation tests in 
pharmacies across China.   
 
 

The most reliable pregnancy test   
in China  
The Clearblue product range is built on a 
strong foundation of peer-reviewed sci-
ence and consumer understanding. From 
April 23-25, 2014, SPD sponsored together 
with DKSH, the 2014 Annual China 
Pharmacy Development Conference in 
Suzhou, one of China’s most prestigious 
industry events. The Clearblue “Kelilan” 
Digital pregnancy test, Clearblue Plus preg-
nancy test and Clearblue Easy ovulation 
test were introduced to more than 500 
guests, including customers and key phar-
maceutical media.  
 
Today, Clearblue’s high-profile availability 
in China’s over-the-counter (OTC) channel 
represents the initial phase of building the 
country’s first high-end brand of diagnos-
tic pregnancy and ovulation tests.   
 
“This is an historic moment for SPD and 
DKSH. Thanks to the strong market capa-
bilities of DKSH, SPD is entering the big-
gest pregnancy and ovulation market in 
the world, and can expand its global lead-
ership, which is well established in Europe 
and North America. It is great to see we 
are well on track with the introduction of 

Clearblue products, pharmacy listings and 
the development of a consumer awareness 
program. The progress we have made is 
testament to the hard work and excellent 
understanding of the local market by both 
teams,” says Riccardo Guitart, CEO of 
Swiss Precision Diagnostics.  
 
“I am proud of the achievements made 
during the initial launch period. In a matter 
of weeks, we have been able to negotiate 
and sign up many trade customers, and we 
are ahead with the ambitious listing tar-
gets for Clearblue. The SPD and DKSH 
teams are working closely together to 
make these results possible. We have 
signed up over 100 key chain pharmacies, 
including major chains like Nepstar, 
Laobaixing and Golden Elephant. 
Moreover, we were able to leverage our 
strong connections with leading personal 
care stores Watsons and Mannings. We 
are continuing to sign up more trade cus-
tomers while we put our full attention on 
product visibility and promotion,” says 
John Woo, Head Country Management at 
DKSH China.

Inside DKSH 55

Clearblue Plus pregnancy tests for sale in Chinese pharmacy.

RZ6_expand_No7_oct_2014.indd   53 20.10.14   16:36



Spain/Portugal1

Expanding our 
  global footprint
As the No. 1 provider of Market Expansion Services with a focus on Asia, DKSH helps 
its partners to grow their businesses in new and established markets. We constantly 
expand our on-the-ground expertise and presence, which today includes 27,200 specialists, 
735 business locations, 160 distribution centers, and access to 500,000 customers 
in 35 countries. 

Growing DKSH  
DKSH continued to grow in the first half-
year of 2014 despite a challenging market 
environment. All Business Units and major 
countries contributed to achieve 6.7% net 
sales growth at constant exchange rates, 
which totaled CHF 5,071.8 million.   
 
Despite the challenging political situation 
in DKSH’s main market, Thailand, operat-
ing profit before interest and taxes (EBIT) 
increased by 1.4%, to reach CHF 144.8 
million. The unrest in Thailand was more 
profound and enduring than expected at 
the beginning of the year, resulting in neg-
ative economic growth. This temporarily 
reduced demand for consumer goods, 
higher-margin luxury and lifestyle pro-
ducts, and reduced industrial investments. 
The military takeover at the end of May 
2014, however, helped to stabilize the  
situation.  
 

The growth outlook across Asia, and the 
attractiveness of the DKSH business model 
remain strong. Because of increased un-
certainty and complexity in some Asian 
markets, clients are increasingly outsourc-
ing sales and distribution of their products 
in Asia to transparent and reliable partners 
like DKSH. With a diversified and scalable 
business model, DKSH is well positioned to 
benefit from the growing middle class, ris-
ing inner-Asian trade and increased out-
sourcing to specialist services providers.

  
 

1 DKSH acquires specialty chemicals 
distributor Zeus Química in Spain and 
Portugal  
DKSH has acquired Zeus Química, a lead-
ing specialty chemicals distributor in Spain 
and Portugal. The deal enables DKSH to 
drive forward the ongoing consolidation of 
the still highly fragmented chemical distri-
bution industry. Founded in 1980, and 
with combined net sales of more than CHF 
50 million, Zeus Química offers a full range 
of specialty products for the polymers, 
paints and coatings, personal care, nutri-
tion and pharmaceutical sectors, and has 
increased net sales and profitability even 
during the recent years of economic slow-
down on the Iberian Peninsula.  
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Macau 2
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2 DKSH acquires healthcare distribu-
tor Glory in Macau  
DKSH has acquired The Glory Medicine Ltd 
(Glory), a leading healthcare distribution 
company in Macau, thereby adding a di-
rect presence in Macau to its pan-Asian 
coverage. The acquisition reinforces 
DKSH’s position as the leading Market 
Expansion Services provider for healthcare 
companies seeking to grow their business 
in Asia.  
 
With 35 specialists, Glory focuses on mar-
keting and sales, distribution and logistics, 
after-sales services, technical support and 
tender management. Glory has been inte-
grated into DKSH’s existing structures in 
the region. Its well-regarded current man-
agement team has stayed with DKSH and 
continues to lead the Macau operations.  
 

Charles Toomey, Head of Healthcare at 
DKSH, says: “The acquisition of Glory is an 
important step in consolidating our posi-
tion as the market leader in Healthcare 
Market Expansion Services in Hong Kong, 
and now Macau. Through the integration 
of Glory, our partners and clients can now 
enjoy our best-in-class service portfolio 
through a single service provider in both 
markets, which will enable them to grow 
their business even faster.”

Thomas Sul, Co-Head of Performance 
Materials at DKSH, says: “The acquisition 
of Zeus Química is an exciting and import-
ant step in strengthening our position as a 
leading Performance Materials Market 
Expansion Services provider in Europe. 
Through the incorporation of Zeus Química 
into our DKSH platform, our existing part-
ners and clients can now also utilize our 
service portfolio on the Iberian Peninsula, 
one of the main chemical and ingredients 
markets in Europe.”
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Going from 
  strength to strength
As the No. 1 provider of Market Expansion Services with a focus on Asia, DKSH is committed 
to helping our partners grow their businesses in both new and established markets. To 
meet every customer need, we are constantly investing in infrastructure, searching for 
new ways to deliver optimal service and strengthening our teamwork.

DKSH Malaysia inaugurates new  
healthcare distribution center   
DKSH Malaysia’s Business Unit Healthcare 
has opened a new healthcare distribution 
center for pharmaceuticals, consumer 
health products and medical devices, 
strengthening its position as the leading 
Market Expansion Services provider for 
healthcare companies seeking to grow 
their business in Malaysia. Built in line with 
DKSH’s dedication to quality and compli-
ance, the 130,000 sq ft center complies 
with the Good Distribution Practices (GDP) 
and Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) 
in the secondary manufacturing and re-
dressing units, and adheres to strict ISO 
9001:2008 and ISO 13485:2003 interna-
tional standards. DKSH has also set quality 
assurance benchmarks by being the first 
service provider to be awarded the Good 
Distribution Practice for Medical Devices 
(GDPMD) certification, strengthening its 
capabilities and service offerings along the 
entire value chain.  
 
 
 
DKSH becomes exclusive distributor 
for Jamie Oliver in Australia and New 
Zealand    
DKSH has become the official exclusive dis-
tributor of the Jamie Oliver kitchen gad-
gets and new storage range in Australia 
and New Zealand. DKSH is marketing three 
different product ranges: premium, mass 
and grocery. The premium range offers 
quality products that target top-end de-
partment stores and independent retailers. 
The mass range, designed specifically for 
discount departments stores, was launched 
in May 2014 into Big W, with over 180 
stores. Finally, a brand new grocery collec-
tion, called “Jamie’s Kit,” will be launched in 
August 2014 into Woolworths, Australia’s 
largest supermarket, with over 900 stores.  

DKSH Healthcare’s new distribution center in Malaysia covers the size of two football pitches.
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DKSH assists Perfetti Van Melle with 
market entry into Myanmar    
DKSH Consumer Goods has entered into 
an agreement with Perfetti Van Melle for 
the marketing, sales and distribution of 
Perfetti Van Melle’s range of candies and 
soft chews across all trade channels in 
Myanmar. As a leading confectionary spe-
cialist with over 19,000 employees, Perfetti 
Van Melle ranks third in the global confec-
tionery market, and is the market leader in 
Asia. The company chose DKSH for its 
well-established capillary distribution net-
work, excellent infrastructure and strong 
experience in Myanmar.  
 
 
 
DKSH extends regional collaboration 
with Bristol-Myers Squibb   
DKSH has extended its relationship with 
Bristol-Myers Squibb, a global specialty 
care biopharmaceutical company, to pro-
vide commercial and distribution services 
in Asia. The relationship started in 2010 
and now covers six countries: Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand and 
Vietnam. Under the new agreement, DKSH 
provides a tailor-made, integrated package 
of services, including marketing, sales, 
warehousing, physical distribution, credit 
management and collection services, for 
Bristol-Myers Squibb in each market.  
 

 
DKSH opens Hong Kong market for 
Sukin   
DKSH has signed an agreement with Sukin, 
a famous Australian natural skin care 
brand, to provide a full range of services 
for its natural skin care products in Hong 
Kong. Since April 2014, the full range of 
Sukin skin care products has been available 
exclusively in all Watson’s stores in Hong 
Kong. The new deal means DKSH now 
represents Sukin’s comprehensive collec-
tion of facial, body and hair care products 
in Hong Kong.  
 
 
 
DKSH and DSM build strategic collabo-
ration across Asia   
DSM, a leading global manufacturer of 
food enzymes, cultures and other special-
ties for the food and beverage industry, 
has chosen DKSH as its preferred partner 
in numerous Asian countries. DKSH pro-
vides MES services for DSM’s enzyme solu-
tions, culture products and savory ingredi-
ents in South East Asia. DKSH Performance 
Materials also distributes the DSM baking, 
brewing, fruit and food processing en-
zymes, dairy enzymes and cultures. This 
food product portfolio is available through 
DKSH’s network in Brunei, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Singapore, South Korea and 
Vietnam. DKSH also distributes the DSM 
food and crop protection product range, 
which includes natural preservatives and 
antibiotic residue tests, in Myanmar, 
Thailand and Vietnam.  
 
 
 

 
Horphag Research and DKSH Vietnam 
sign exclusive distribution agreement  
DKSH Vietnam provides market develop-
ment and distribution services for 
Pyncnogenol, which is exclusively distribut-
ed in more than 80 countries by Horphag 
Research. Extracted from the bark of mo-
no-species pine trees grown exclusively in 
southwest France, Pyncnogenol is a natural 
anti-oxidant ingredient and plays an im-
portant role in producing dietary supple-
ments, multivitamins, cosmetics and func-
tional food and beverage. The combina-
tion of DKSH’s expertise and local 
know-how and Horphag Research’s high 
quality products means that the agree-
ment is not only bringing benefits for both 
companies in term of profits, but also in 
providing new ingredients to produce bet-
ter healthcare products in Vietnam.  
 
 
 
DKSH and Celsis expand cooperation 
to China    
DKSH has signed an exclusive agreement 
to provide Celsis, the world leader in rapid 
testing systems for consumer products, 
with Market Expansion Services, including 
market analysis and research, marketing 
and sales, distribution and logistics, as well 
as after-sales services. DKSH and Celsis 
have partnered in Vietnam since 2011.

Read more new business updates on our 
website: www.dksh.com
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In 2015, DKSH celebrates its 150th an-
niversary. expand journeys from the 
company’s mid-19th century origins, 
makes a short layover in the present 
before heading into the future.  
 
The DKSH story charts the path of global-
ization. For 150 years, DKSH has embarked 
on a successful journey to become the 
leading Market Expansion Services (MES) 
group with a focus on Asia. En route, 
DKSH has created solutions to myriad busi-
ness challenges. By doing so, the firm has 
constantly reinvented itself to meet the 
evolving needs of clients and customers in 
Asia.   
 
“Go east, young man”  
The DKSH journey began in 1865. Asia’s 
vast, untapped opportunities encouraged 

three adventurous Swiss entrepreneurs to 
journey into the unknown. Caspar 
Brennwald (who later partnered with 
Hermann Siber-Hegner), Wilhelm Heinrich 
Diethelm and Eduard Anton Keller fol-
lowed the prevailing advice of the day to: 
“go east, young man.” Independently, 
they sailed the oceans and endured many 
setbacks to reach new territories in Asia. 
 
The three adventurers established flourish-
ing trading houses. In 1865, Siber & 
Brennwald was founded in Yokohama, 
Japan. In the Philippines in 1868, Eduard 
Anton Keller joined C. Lutz & Co. in Manila, 
which he acquired in 1887. And in 
Singapore, Wilhelm Heinrich Diethelm 
joined Hooglandt & Co. in 1871, which he 
took over in 1887 and renamed Diethelm 
& Co. Ltd.   

By the turn of the 20th century, Siber & 
Brennwald was a leading player in the silk 
export industry. In the Philippines, garment 
trading was the soul of Diethelm & Co. Ltd, 
and in Singapore, Ed. A. Keller & Co. fo-
cused on importing consumer goods. Their 
business achievements saw the entrepre-
neurs assume diplomatic responsibilities to 
help build Switzerland’s commercial inter-
ests. Caspar Brennwald became the first 
Swiss representative in Japan and Eduard 
Anton Keller was appointed Consul in 
Manila.   
 
20th century opportunities and chal-
lenges  
The three founding fathers had created 
strong legacies for the next generation, 
but the 20th century presented formidable 
challenges with two world wars, the Great 

Celebrating 
  150 successful years

SiberHegner silk manufacturing in Yokohama in 1928.
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Depression, social unrest, natural disasters, 
plus unprecedented economic prosperity.  
 
In 1923, Japan’s Great Kanto Earthquake 
and the onset of the Great Depression de-
stabilized Siber Hegner & Co. It was trans-
formed into a public limited company 
headquartered in Zurich, and Willy M. 
Keller came onboard as shareholder and 
Vice Chairman in 1932. Meanwhile, 
Diethelm & Co. had expanded its South 
East Asian footprint, opening offices in 
Penang (Malaysia), Saigon (Vietnam) and 
Bangkok (Thailand), and recorded strong 
growth, particularly in the travel industry. 
 
The final quarter of the 20th century reju-
venated Asia’s economic landscape, with 
China starting to open up and the Tiger 
Economies delivering impressive growth. 
The three companies prospered and dou-
bled and even tripled turnover, but in 1997 
the Asian Financial Crisis was a costly 
wake-up call.  
 
Ties between the Diethelm and Keller dy-
nasties dated back to the early 20th centu-
ry, so when the fourth generation of the 
two families collaborated to chart their 
companies’ future, they did so with a 
strong sense of tradition. The founding of 
Diethelm Keller Holding Ltd. on June 16, 
2000, was a testament to changing times. 
Around the same time, Siber Hegner was 
restructured, and posted a record profit in 
2001. Diethelm Keller group monitored 
the turnaround, and negotiations began to 
merge two companies that were well 
matched in terms of service offerings and 
country coverage.  
 
New chapter in the DKSH success  
story  
On June 19, 2002, the merger was com-
pleted, forming the DKSH Group. By rein-
venting the conventional trading company 
and creating a distinctive new category: 
Market Expansion Services (MES), DKSH 
has achieved strong annual growth each 
year since 2002. The MES model has navi- 

 
 
 
 
 
gated a new path along the irreversible 
road to globalization. Our services take 
outsourcing to a new level, adding value 
for our clients and helping them to achieve 
unprecedented success in Asia.  
 
To continuously improve our business 
model, DKSH concentrates on three main 
pillars. First, we expand existing markets 
and business units through organic 
growth, business development and rolling 
out success stories across Asia, comple-
mented with strategic bolt-on acquisitions. 
Second, we continually strengthen and ex-
pand our range of service offerings across 
the entire value chain. Third, we continu-
ously strive to improve the efficiency of our 
processes.   
 
At DKSH, people are our most valuable as-
set. Today, our 27,200 people, represent-
ing 57 nationalities, work together in 35 
countries. Each one positively touches the 
lives of millions of people by providing the 
products that meet their daily needs. DKSH 
is dedicated to empowering its people to 
grow personally and professionally. This is 
achieved through the DKSH Fantree 
Academy, a corporate in-house training 
and development center that offers Group-
wide programs focused on core leadership 
capabilities and functional skills.   
 
DKSH of tomorrow  
Digitization is perceived as the major topic 
of the 21st century and offers increased 
opportunities for companies to enhance  
growth, improve efficiencies and develop 
their business operations in new and exist-
ing markets. Digitization is reshaping and 
opening up new paths for companies to 
interact with and influence customers, us-
ing tools such as social media, digital mar-
keting and big data analysis.   
 

  
 
 
 
 
DKSH is well positioned to provide our cli-
ents and customers with the best mix of 
market expansion and digital transforma-
tion services. While digital specialists only 
serve specific steps of value creation, 
cross-regional MES providers like DKSH of-
fer an integrated approach to supporting 
companies along the entire value chain 
and are in an optimal position to drive  
omni-channel market expansion.   
 
By continually staying ahead of the game 
and adapting to new trends, we look for-
ward to remaining the leading Marketing 
Expansion Services provider into the  
future.
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“By continually staying ahead of the game and adapting to new trends,  
we look forward to remaining the leading Marketing Expansion Services  

provider into the future.”
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Growth in consumption is being driven by 
an increasing population, declining unem-
ployment rates and growing middle classes 
that have more disposable income. 
According to the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), the global middle classes are set to 
double in size by 2030, by which time a 
total of 4.9 billion members will generate 
demand totaling USD 56 trillion.   

And nowhere is this development more ev-
ident than in emerging Asia where higher 
disposable income, combined with higher 
levels of education, the trend toward ur-
banization and improved health aware-
ness, is feeding a voracious appetite for 
trading up from necessities and standard 
products to convenient and branded quali-
ty products.   
 

Modern shopping malls featuring brand 
stores and boutiques, chain convenience 
stores, supermarkets, hypermarkets and 
personal care stores have mushroomed 
across the region. Today though, tradition-
al trade – such as mom-and-pop stores – 
still plays a dominant form in the retail 
landscape across the region.

Trade channels: 
  modern trade

Suria KLCC shopping mall in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
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TIME TO FLY
F104, 48 MM AUTOMATIC – Conceived in the fashion of a F104 cockpit 
instrument, this extraordinary model impresses by its pure functionality.
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YOUR TIME IS NOW.
GET READY FOR YOUR NEXT APPOINTMENT 
WITH SUCCESS.

Les Classiques Date GoldJANG DONG GUN

Ads_JANG_DONG_GUN 210x297_E.indd   1 29.09.14   12:48

expand
DKSH’s magazine for Market Expansion Services

Issue 07

October 2014

How digitization is driving change in Asia
From smart technologies to social media, 

digitization is reshaping the business landscape 

Shaping the future of e-commerce
How businesses can maximize the 
potential of online shopping in Asia  

Intra-Asian trade: the Japan model 
How Japan is becoming an infl uential player 

in Asia’s emerging economic landscape 
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