CHANGE
WITH HEART

Why emotion trumps technology
in post-COVID innovation
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Innovation is
empathy and
compassion

As a person born in the 1970s, I share the nostalgia of
many Chinese people for the days before the pandemic,
when concerts and live performances were common
cultural activities. Some brands harnessed this yearning
to establish emotional connections with consumers.
Chinese rock pioneer Cui Jian’s live online gig on

15 April was sponsored by electric car maker Arcfox,
as was Mandopop (Mandarin pop music) legend Luo
Dayou's concert on 27 May. They attracted more than
40 million viewers and the brand received excellent
exposure and interaction with audiences.

Sponsored content has always been an important
tool for marketers, and advanced mobile internet
infrastructure made both these events a better
experience for fans, but I believe that Arcfox’s real

innovation is a desire to communicate with compassion.

By doing 20, they demanstrated genuine empathy and
an understanding of the audience's nostalgia and pain
during the pandemic, and provided comfort with
high-quality content.

The long-term brand benefit will take time to quantify
and depends on whether Arcfox implements this strategy
congsistently. This case may inspire marketers to think
about innovation not just as a way to shock or impress the
target audience through eye-catching applications, but as
a way to establish a deeper connection between the two.

Such innovation can also occur in product design.

Li Auto, one of our clients and China's leading electric
vehicle brand, launched its new flagship model L9 on

21 June. In addition to all the technical features vital to
electric vehicles, such as mileage and intelligent functions,
L9 deliberately emphasized the care of young passengers
by introducing an easy connection with the Nintendo
Switch console. A small produet innovation, but a smart
feature that strengthens Li Auto's brand positioning

as 'the ideal famnily car, moving home'.
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Innovation
is adaptation
and evolution

As I mentioned in the introduction, in April Genghong
Liu went from a relative unknown in mainland China to
the country's hottest fitness broadeaster on social media.

As well as spotting the opportunity to serve a new
stay-at-home audience, the exercise guru quickly
figured out what worked on live broadcast platform
Douyin. For example, on 9 April he and his wife did
their routine in down jackets; a cute and funny idea
that attracted 1.5 million new fans in one day.

Brands can innovate by adapting their plans to take
advantage of unexpected opportunities like these.

The couple wearing the latest kit by brand partmer FILA

Sports giant FILA talent-spotted the couple and
became the first international brand worn by them in

a live broadcast. It was reported that the company spent
nearly $2.53M (17M Yuan) on a two-day broadcast.
Husband and wife wore and reviewed FILA's product
which received 1.32 million likes on Douyin.

Waorking with influencers is the norm for brands,
But in this case, timing was crucial. The partnership
helped Liu maintain his position in live fitness as the
country emerged from the pandemic, and FILA's
quick thinking won them a huge new audience.

The ahility to evolve has always been vital to innovation,
even more so during the pandemic when many businesses
had to adapt or go bust, New Oriental (Xin Dong Fang),
China's largest private education company, experienced

a disaster in the 2020 lockdown. According to founder

Yu Min Hong, the Government's policy of prohibiting
after-class education services at that time destroyed his
business — in the zecond half of 2021, the market value

of New Oriental fell by 90%, its operating income fell

by 80%. and 60000 employees were dismissed.

But recently New Oriental has shown signz of a
resurrection. In June 2022, its share value soared by
71%, in part due to its extracrdinary evolution. In 2021
Yu launched Oriental Select (Dong Fang Zhen Xuan),
& live channel on Douvin selling agricultural produets.
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The channel’s main presenter and influencer is a former
New Oriental English teacher called Yuhui Dong. While
teaching English with a whiteboard, he sells rice and other
products to the audience. In the past zix months Oriental
Select has grown slowly, from zero to 1M fans, but in
June this number surged, reaching 3.5M on 13 June.

This sudden leap is attributed to Yuhui Dong selling
rice. And according to Yu, their journey has only just
started: ‘Oriental Select has won some support from
people. But this is only the beginning. It's now relving
on the combination of our English teaching and selling.’
Meanwhile, on his own Douyin account, Dong
commented: New Oriental has been waiting for six
months, and has finally been noticed.” A weird but
wonderful example of evolving-to-innovate!
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Vistai Domg's unique feach-and-seil approach on Orsental Select



Innovation starts
with people

What these three non-traditional, post-pandemic
approaches to innovation have in commeon is their human
starting point. Like good product design, they are inspired
by a deep need or emotion. Here's a quick summary:

Innovation is exploration and the alien

[t is human nature that people need to escape from the
ordinary and explore new places and things, physical or
virtual. Brands can innovate to provide new, disruptive,
even alien experiences which will attract valuable
consumer attention in a crowded media space.

Innovation is empathy and compassion

Innovation can surprise or impress with eye-catching
tech and applications, but it can also express a brand’s
empathy and desire to get along with its customers. This
helps to build an emational connection, consolidating the
value proposition of the brand and helping it to stand out.

Innovation is adaptation and evolution

When the world becomes more uncertain, adaptation

and evolution are no longer just growth strategies, but
away of survival for both consumers and brands. Brands
that adapt and evalve with their audience not only remain
highly relevant, but develop an agile and timely culture.

As for me, I'm still taking a PCR test every 72
hours, but lockdowns are less frequent and my
favourite restaurants are open most of the time.
| am trying to take my own advice by adapting
and evolving, and am looking forward to helping
my clients do the same.




