
 

Why open a store? Chinese merchants go
livestreaming instead
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In this May 5, 2020, photo, China's online celebrity Zhang Mofan, right,
introduces the disinfectant wipes to her online clients and fans through the live-
streaming at her house in Beijing. Retailers in China are embracing
livestreaming as a sales channel amid a Chinese "shoppertainment" boom
accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic. Via livestreaming, retailers can
interact with customers in real time, while customers make purchases directly in
the stream. (AP Photo/Andy Wong)
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At the height of China's coronavirus outbreak, the skincare-products
maker Forest Cabin closed more than half of its 300 stores across the
nation as shoppers stayed home. With sales plunging, founder Sun
Laichun decided it was time to reach his customers more directly.

"We knew it was time for us to focus on an online strategy to survive,"
Sun said. But the company didn't launch an online ad blitz or announce
big giveaways. Instead, it trained hundreds of its salespeople to begin
hosting live video streams where viewers could get skincare tips and buy
products without ever cutting away from the online patter. Within just a
month, Sun said, Forest Cabin's February sales were up by 20%
compared to a year earlier, despite a plunge in store sales.

These days, shoppers are making their way back to once deserted malls
and shops as China emerges from its long winter of coronavirus
shutdowns. But so many of the region's retailers ended up embracing
livestreaming that they've kicked off a new boom in Chinese
"shoppertainment" that lets retailers interact with distant customers in
real time.

Some of China's largest e-commerce companies are betting big on
livestreaming. Alibaba's Taobao Live platform saw more than a
sevenfold increase in first-time business customers in February, while
Pinduoduo's livestreaming sessions grew fivefold from February to
March. Overall, livestreaming e-commerce revenue will likely double
this year to 961 billion yuan ($136 billion), according to Chinese market
intelligence firm iiMedia Research.
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In this May 5, 2020, photo, China's online celebrity Zhang Mofan introduces a
backpack to her online clients and fans through the live-streaming at her house in
Beijing. Retailers in China are embracing livestreaming as a sales channel amid a
Chinese "shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Via livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in real time, while
customers make purchases directly in the stream. (AP Photo/Andy Wong)

Livestreaming has also created a profitable new niche for existing
livestream stars who are now reaping hefty commissions as their shows
draw millions of viewers. The trend might even suggest alternatives for
battered retailers in the U.S. and Europe as those regions cope with stay-
at-home orders and customers remain wary of crowds.

Commercial Chinese livestreaming goes well beyond the American
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formula pioneered by the Home Shopping Network and QVC, which
play infomercials around the clock, said Michael Norris, research and
strategy manager at the marketing firm AgencyChina.

In China, "there's actually education about products and how to use
them, and elements of entertainment wrapped up in the livestreaming,"
he said. That plus instant sales makes livestreaming an excellent
marketing tool, he added.

  
 

  

In this April 28, 2020, photo, Cheng Xu shows a footwear for her online clients
through the live-streaming at the Neiliansheng Footwear in Beijing. Retailers in
China are embracing livestreaming as a sales channel amid a Chinese
"shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic. Via
livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in real time, while customers
make purchases directly in the stream. (AP Photo/Andy Wong)
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Some Chinese retailers host their own streams. Others hire livestreaming
celebrities with large followings. Viya Huang and Li Jiaqi, for instance,
are full-time livestreamers with tens of millions of followers who boast
hundreds of millions of dollars in sales via livestreaming each year.

Both go live on the platform for about four hours, five to six nights each
week. Millions of viewers tune in to catch their suggestions on skincare,
snacks and household products.

On a recent evening, Huang's live online audience had reached nearly 20
million people when she lifted a box of spicy duck necks—a specialty of
Wuhan, the Chinese city where the coronavirus was first reported.
"These will be prepared fresh and shipped to you, it's the most popular
flavor," Huang said, holding up a piece to the camera before biting into
one.
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In this April 28, 2020, photo, a woman wearing a protective face mask to help
curb the spread of the new coronavirus walk by Cheng Xu introducing the
footwear for her online clients through the live-streaming at the Neiliansheng
Footwear in Beijing. Retailers in China are embracing livestreaming as a sales
channel amid a Chinese "shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Via livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in
real time, while customers make purchases directly in the stream. (AP
Photo/Andy Wong)

Within seconds, viewers snatched up 70,000 boxes, their purchases
benefiting a Wuhan recovery charity initiative. By the end of her four-
hour stint, Huang had hawked everything from sugar-free cookies and
Hello Kitty-branded mints to sanitary napkins and pairs of white
Skechers sneakers, almost all of which sold out their limited inventories.
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For viewers, the fast pace of celebrity livestreams provide a constant
sense of urgency that they'd be missing out on great deals if they don't
act quickly.

"It's really exciting to watch," said Coco Lu, a civil servant in
Chongqing, a city roughly 400 miles (643.74 kilometers) west of Wuhan,
who is still avoiding stores. "The hosts are very persuasive and there are
giveaways, plus deals are only available for a very short period of time."

Adam An, who works in marketing in Hangzhou, finds them a relaxing
form of retail therapy. Watching a Li livestream "feels almost as if a
friend is chatting with me, recommending me great products to buy," he
said.
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In this May 5, 2020, photo, China's online celebrity Zhang Mofan, right,
introduces fresh mangos to her online clients and fans through the live-streaming
at her house in Beijing. Retailers in China are embracing livestreaming as a sales
channel amid a Chinese "shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Via livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in
real time, while customers make purchases directly in the stream. (AP
Photo/Andy Wong)

Livestream sales are a godsend for small entrepreneurs like Dou Ma,
who sells discount clothing, mostly costing less than 50 yuan ($8), from
the comfort of her home in the southwestern city of Kunming. After
putting her two young children to bed, she hops online and streams from
her living room for about three hours.

All Dou needed to get started was her mobile phone. Her earliest streams
in late March drew fewer than 20 viewers a night, but recently, they've
begun drawing more than 100. Dou streams at a leisurely pace, warmly
welcoming every viewer who joins and thanking them for their support.

"It's okay if you don't buy anything from me today, you're welcome to
just chat with me if you want," Dou told nearly 100 viewers in a recent
stream, as she held up a winter coat priced at just 59.90 yuan (about
$8.50) with shipping.
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In this April 28, 2020, photo, Cheng Xu, center, shows her footwear for her
online clients through the live-streaming at the Neiliansheng Footwear in
Beijing. Retailers in China are embracing livestreaming as a sales channel amid a
Chinese "shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Via livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in real time, while
customers make purchases directly in the stream. (AP Photo/Andy Wong)
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In this April 27, 2020, photo, Song Huiyan shows her fashion dresses for her
online clients during the live-streaming at her clothing shop in Beijing. Retailers
in China are embracing livestreaming as a sales channel amid a Chinese
"shoppertainment" boom accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic. Via
livestreaming, retailers can interact with customers in real time, while customers
make purchases directly in the stream.(AP Photo/Andy Wong)

When a viewer asks about the sizing of a dress via the comments section,
Dou whips out her measuring tape, rattling off measurements. During
her streams, she chats with her viewers, talking about everything from
parenting tips to previous vacations she's taken.

"Because of this pandemic, livestreaming has become a good option,"
she said. "It's no longer practical for newcomers like me to open an
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offline store anymore."

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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