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The Bridge speaks to four Swiss SMEs -
CHEERS Wines, Lindt, Ricola and Schuler
- on how they have carved a successful
niche for their brands in China’s
challenging wine and confectionery

sectors.
by Mark Andrews

CHEERS Wines
Claudia Masiiger, CEO and founder,

Can you explain why you created CHEERS Wines?

[ come from a family that has been in the wine trading business since 1898. After
coming to China in 2008, I founded MQ Wines, a B2B wine trading company.
When a fire burnt down my warehouse, I considered my options, and started
CHEERS Wines.

[ wanted something non-traditional, colourful,
affordable, understandable and most importantly that
would be fun. So I started the first CHEERS Wines
store with the aim to make wine drinking both fun and
affordable. CHEERS Wines was the first in the local
wine business to bring an imported bottled wine with
nice quality and sell it for RMB2g on the shelves. With c H E E Rs

. . MAKES YOU SMILE
this step we changed the Beijing wine market and, more Fd N
importantly, we introduced a new lifestyle to the young
generation.

OQ

Are you expanding into second and third tier cities?

We currently have 50+ stores in 14 different cities. Many of those are second and
third tier cities. Wine consumption is starting all over China now and is a strong
trend.

Is competition in your market increasing?

Yes - a lot! There are now increasing numbers of e-commerce channels and
apps, and wine stores appearing on every corner. Our team and I know we
always must work hard to be better, faster and smarter. We reinvent CHEERS
Wines constantly and make sure we stay on top of the market. We have a
CHEERS Wines university and put a lot of focus on training. This makes us
different than everyone else.
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How easy is it to operate a franchise based business model in China?
Nothing is easy! Franchising is a great way to grow faster, but needs to be built
up, controlled and supported with a lot of patience. We are very lucky as many
of our employees become partners. They know us inside out and they are the
most successful partners. Many of them have opened their second or third
store already. The great thing with a CHEERS Wines franchise store is that
you achieve cashflow breakeven within three months, and you can make good
money. In this way we can grow very fast all over China.

What methods do you use to engage with Chinese consumers?

Customers are our core focus. ‘CHEERS makes you smile’ is our mission and
our stores are more than just a wine shop. It is a place where people spend
time between work and home, a place to meet friends, and enjoy a happy new
lifestyle. We have a lot of events such as daily free wine tastings, our weekly Mini
Wine School, but most importantly we want our customers to enjoy a happy
time together.

What are the company’s plans in China for the next 2-5 years?
The ultimate goal of CHEERS Wines is to open 888 stores all over China. We are
now growing fast and learning how to scale even faster.
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Lindt & Spriingli

What is Lindt’s history in the Chinese 7777

market?

Lindt & Spriingli founded its own subsidiary
for marketing and distribution of its premium
chocolate in China in 2012 in Shanghai.
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What has been Lindt’s general experience

with the market?

The chocolate market in China holds a lot of potential as consumption per
annum is only 150g per person compared to several kilograms in North America
and Western Europe. In highly developed cities such as Shanghai and Beijing,
chocolate consumption is growing as middle class consumers seek new
experiences. The gift-giving market, e-commerce and the wedding market are
especially fast-growing markets for Lindt. One of the key products, Lindor,
is particularly popular for the Chinese New Year, due to its characteristic red
wrapping.

Is the company expanding operations to second and third tier cities?

At the moment the Lindt brand is represented at about 5,000 points of sale
in China and is a growing business. Distribution is expanding to key modern
second and third tier cities as China develops fast.

Is the overall Chinese chocolate market increasing?

Although chocolate is still a relatively small business in China, it is a growing
business and Lindt & Spriingli sees the biggest opportunities with young urban
middle class consumers who travel the world and seek new lifestyle experiences.

Has Lindt experimented with any direct sales approaches such as online
sales in China and to what success?

The e-commerce business has developed rapidly. Mostly behind a strong
performance of the Lindt flagship store on Tmall and JD where Lindt has
recently launched attractive Corporate gifting options as well but also behind
other online platforms. Marketing support has helped to establish strong brand
awareness through activities such as online TV advertisements and product
sampling via platforms such as the Tmall supermarket.
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Stephan Huber, Regional Director
East Asia, Ricola

Is China currently a major market for Ricola?

Ricola is well-known for its herb-based lozenges for soothing the
mouth and throat, and China is one of the priority markets for
our company. The relevant consumer base is one of the biggest
and the acceptance of the product is proven. We thus believe in
the potential of China to become a major market for Ricola.

Are you expanding into second and third tier cities?
The main focus currently remains on southern China and Shanghai, but we are
strategically penetrating second tier cities such as Hangzhou and Chengdu.

Is competition in your market increasing?
We are still confronted with the same competitors, but the competition is getting
more intense.

Is being from Switzerland an important element when selling to Chinese
customers in your market?

A product coming from Switzerland is perceived in China as indicating that is
high quality, safe, clean and peaceful, so it’s very positive. In fact, some brands
display a Swiss flag or a ‘Swiss Made’ label that’s bigger than the brand’s name.
This indicates the value of Swiss origin.

What methods do you use to engage with Chinese consumers?

Our methods to engage with Chinese consumers range from promotions to
samplings, media, e-commerce (our Tmall Flagship store) and in particular
social media (WeChat).
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Helen Zhang,
China head, Schuler

Is China currently a major market for Schuler?

Schuler, founded in 1694 in Switzerland, is one of the world’s oldest
and the most famous winemakers and wine merchants, and entered
the Chinese market in 2012, initially concentrating on sales of its wines
via e-commerce and retail sales channels. Since 2016, the company
has expanded its operations to wholesale and restaurant sales. Schuler
operates in twelve cantons in Switzerland and China is one of the
major markets for us. As for most products the potential here is huge.

ZF§|SCHULER

Are you expanding into second and third tier cities?

From this year we've started to develop in second and third tier cities.
Every year, many wine companies come to China. In Shanghai there are many
competitors and marketing is going mature, whereas in the second and third tier
cities there are still many potential clients and marketing is changing there, so
we want to develop this market.

What methods do you use to engage with Chinese consumers?

We are not just an importer: we actually own the brands and own products we
sell. The brand history and philosophy is very important along with its quality,
when engaging with the consumer. This attracts a lot of customers and makes
them to believe us and prepared to spend more money. To do this we use social
media, and marketing events, alongside offline events such as tastings and
roadshows.

What are the company’s plans in China for the next 2-5 years?

Over the next two years we are focusing on building wholesale clients and
distributors in second and third tier cities. In Shanghai, we are focusing on
traditional sales channels, hotels and restaurants etc. o
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