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Club Elysée is a Swiss fashion
e-tailer that is successfully making
inroads into the highly
competitive Chinese B2C market.
The Bridge talks to Pauline Houl,
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by Mark Andrews {E£Z : Mark Andrews

w hat have been the keys to Club Elysée's success as an

e-commerce company?

Clubelysee.com is a Swiss company with Swiss, French founders and
investors. Despite having a collective 40 years luxury industry experience,
we realised we needed to build a whole new organization and structure
to build a successful e-commerce business in China.

We had a clear vision of how we wanted our business to look after five
and 10 years. First, Club Elysée had to have a competitive advantage
otherwise there would have been no point in taking on the challenge in
one of the world’s most competitive countries. So we found a business
model and a method that enabled us to sell new and past collections of
luxury goods at a much cheaper price than they normally retailed for in
China.

Second, we made sure we were properly capitalised. When you start
any business, you have more costs than revenue. In e-commerce start-
ups, cash can go out very fast during the first years of operation, therefore
we made a realistic forecast to weather this difficult stage.
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Third, we recognised the need for having a good partner in order to
have a good distribution channel and to be in phase with e-commerce in
China. Finding the right partner in China is a real challenge. If you are
not selective enough you might have serious issues in a country where as
a foreign company you may have less legal recourse or experience. We
recommend finding a Swiss or international partner who has operated in
China for many years and knows the market very well.

What was different about an e-commerce website in China to one
in Europe?

We needed to have a strong IT team both in China and Europe to develop
and maintain our platform. Our top priority is to give the best customer
experience possible. This is important because the expectations of
Chinese customers are higher than in Europe. There are also many more
legal and technical requirements in China with building a website which
is fast and reliable compared to Europe. Many websites are blocked in
China; so we used a server which will not be blocked by the government
and also has backups. Social media sites used by people in China are
totally different than in other countries, and we needed to create successful
alliances with KOL (Key Opinion Leaders) such as Chinese celebrities,
media and women’s leader groups that have a great influence on
consumers.

What do Swiss companies need to be aware of when trying to crack
the e-commerce market in China?

Swiss companies can capitalize on the good image of Switzerland.
Switzerland is seen as one of the most innovative countries in the world
by Chinese people. They especially envy us for our lifestyle, scenery and
clean environment.
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The oldest wines by Robert Cilliard.

The most impressive vineyard, in Valais, Switzerland.

Please visit our website to get more info about Robert Gilliard and

our other brands.

Special deal also for you !




| Feature #18

22

Identifying the keys for success in their industry is of paramount
importance for Swiss companies. Each year, I see many foreign companies
fail in China because they forget to consider these basic rules. Companies
also need to be prepared to operate in a very competitive and aggressive
business environment in China, and Swiss companies can't expect to
beat the competition if they don’t adapt their structure and management
accordingly. The most common mistake made by foreign multinationals
is to manage the Chinese team as if they were back in Europe, and apply
rules they have created for Switzerland which are totally irrelevant in
China.

Also Swiss companies must have a real strategy for Chinese social
media, such as Wechat, Weibo and QQ, that will help them to build
their network and connect to the main actors in the sector. For brands,
they have to tell a story in order to create an intimate connection with
Chinese consumers. If you are an e-commerce platform, you must use
Chinese social media to communicate about your products and services
to provide your audience valuable information they will then share
among their network. The bigger your presence is on social media, the
bigger your chance of success. The competition is very fierce and you
must always innovate and new competitors will appear much sooner in
China than in Europe. You should expect that your products and services
will be copied very fast.

I'd also recommend that It is sometimes better to start small to test
and learn about the market rather than investing huge amounts of
money upfront. Large multinationals such as Ebay and Uber failed in
China because they wrongly believed that they could conquer with their
name and capital. But if you don’t get the essence of these unwritten
rules, you can'’t be successful in China, no matter how long you are here.

For online businesses it is very important to recognise that internet
culture is also different. For example, Europeans are willing to fill in a
detailed form to register on a website, but you won't get users to do this
in China. The online registration process must be as quick as possible.

Your business is retailing and you only do it online. Did you also
consider retailing offline?

To be an offline company needs a lot more cash and that was beyond us
at the first stage of development, although we didn’t set out to be only
an online company. Leaving an offline capability to the second stage of
development seemed more realistic. Also, we wouldn’t have received as
much funding from our investors if we were planning to open a store
immediately, because they were much more interested in an e-commerce
opportunity. Also, the Chinese government wants to promote online
businesses so e-commerce companies can import products with a very
low tax rate.

What have been some of your key challenges as a company and
how have you overcome them?

In the past there weren’t so many services and products available online,
but today almost everything is. That’s why the most important thing is
to fully understand the industry in which you will operate your business.
Also, culture and lifestyle differ greatly from one country to another.
Staff management is another key challenge in China. Cost inflation is
high. Overheads and operational costs such as salaries are increasing
very quickly compared with other countries in the world. Finally, the
large Chinese e-commerce companies receive huge funding from state
owned companies, so it’s almost impossible to compete with them
directly,. o
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