


2019 has been an eventful year in Asian retailing. Both Singapore and Hong 
Kong have been impacted by the US-China trade war, while Hong Kong 
of course has also had to contend with well-documented local unrest. 
Meanwhile, retailers from Japan became the target of a boycott in South 
Korea, while emerging markets like the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam 
continued to power ahead. 

Despite challenging times in some of Asia’s key retail markets, the region 
continues to be a hotbed of innovation. This mini report takes a look at some 
of the innovative store formats and initiatives that emerged in 2019, which 
are allowing retailers to engage with consumers in new ways.   

Subdivided into six trends – retailtainment, the rise of the mindful consumer, 
digital and physical convergence of marketplaces, conversational AI, 
connected retail experiences and frictionless shopping – we present case 

report celebrates the achievement of those retailers that have embraced 
change, but hopefully will also act as a source of inspiration for the wider 
industry.
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RETAILTAINMENT

Retailtainment, or the convergence of retail, leisure 
and entertainment, is becoming more prevalent in Asia 
as retailers cater to the needs of experience-craving 
consumers. Retailers and brands can no longer rely 
on the quality and variety of their products to lure 
in customers – they also need to create memorable 
experiences that are shareable on social media. 

By providing immersive and interactive retail 
experiences, physical retailers are able to withstand 
disruption from online competitors as they utilise their 
physical spaces to tell their brand story or even create 
a sense of community. This approach resonates with 
Asian shoppers – research from Tofugear found that 
half of all consumers in Asia choose to visit stores 
because they value the in-store experience over 
shopping online.

To capitalise on this trend, brands and retailers are 
now approaching experiential retail in unique ways. 
Think of how retailers are allowing customers to 
truly experience products before they buy or the 
sophisticated ways in which technology is leveraged 
to allow customers to discover additional product 
information.

64% of consumers in mainland China 
say that they will research products 
online, but then buy in store because 
they value the in-store experience 



Retailtainment - Decathlon
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DECATHLON
TSEUNG KWAN O, HONG KONG
 
Experiential retail is gaining ground in Hong Kong 
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Retailtainment - Toby’s Sports
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BONIFACIO GLOBAL CITY,
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Retailtainment - Toby’s Sports
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basis.

head to toe.
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Retailtainment - Shiseido x Watsons
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SHISEIDO x WATSONS 

Credit: Wedding and Travel



Retailtainment - Shiseido x Watsons
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Retailtainment - Shiseido x Watsons
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Retailtainment - Shiseido x Watsons
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a more personal level.
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Asia has been somewhat behind the curve when it comes to mindful 
consumption and the adoption of sustainable retail concepts. This 
has been partly due to consumer attitudes towards this issue, 

would become more loyal to a retailer or brand if they took a more 
sustainable approach. 

In the US and Europe, ‘zillennials’ (younger millennials and Gen Z) 
are especially concerned about sustainability issues and retailers are 
responding to this demand. Think of H&M launching its Conscious 
Collection made up of its most environmentally sustainable 
products, or the British grocer Iceland announcing plans to eliminate 
all plastic packaging from its stores by 2023. 

In Asia, Tofugear data does show the strongest support for 
sustainability issues among zillennials. But some markets are 
inherently more mindful about consumption than others. Perhaps 
surprisingly, shoppers in developing markets such as the Philippines 
and Indonesia showed the highest regard for sustainability issues, 
whereas advanced economies such as Japan and South Korea 
ranked at the bottom of the table. THE RISE OF 

THE MINDFUL 
CONSUMER

22% of Gen Z shoppers in the Philippines would 
become more loyal to a retailer if they took a more 
sustainable approach 



The rise of the mindful consumer - Lush Naked
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LUSH NAKED
HONG KONG
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The rise of the mindful consumer - alt:
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ALT:
HONG KONG 

innovation. 
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The rise of the mindful consumer - Funan
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FUNAN 

mall will remain a viable destination over the next 

Credit: @xavierlur



The rise of the mindful consumer - Funan
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pump station. 

Credit: Mothership
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While many retailers in Asia are still very channel-focused, 
today’s shoppers expect a seamless experience regardless 
of how they are engaging with a retailer. Shoppers in Asia go 
through many touchpoints before deciding on a purchase – as 
many as eight in mainland China – and expect consistency 
from brands across all of these. 

Cross-channel shopping is well-established in Asia. 
Previous Tofugear research found that as many as two in three 
consumers will research products online, but then purchase 
in-store because they prefer to experience products in real 

stores but then eventually bought it online because there was 
no stock.

Retailers in Asia that led the pack in 2019 were those that 

respective strengths of each channel. Using innovations such 
as shoppable screens, QR code-enabled pick-up points and 
live stream stylists, these retailers set the benchmark that 
many others will surely follow in 2020.

CONNECTED 
RETAIL 
EXPERIENCES

52% of shoppers in Asia say they have 
switched to the online channel because they 
found the check-out queue in a store to be 
too long
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Connected Retail Experiences - Harvey Nichols
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HARVEY NICHOLS 
HONG KONG



Connected Retail Experiences - Harvey Nichols
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shop windows allowing shoppers to assemble a 



Connected Retail Experiences - Harvey Nichols
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Connected Retail Experiences - Pomelo
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Connected Retail Experiences - Pomelo
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Connected Retail Experiences - Pomelo
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Connected Retail Experiences - Singtel Unboxed
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SINGTEL UNBOXED



Connected Retail Experiences - Singtel Unboxed
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Connected Retail Experiences - Singtel Unboxed
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FRICTIONLESS
SHOPPING

Consumers these days expect a seamless shopping 

experiences. To do so, retailers are now embracing 
technology and data to help their customers experience 
less friction during shopping. 

While Amazon Go – where customers can simply grab 
products and walk out of store without any checkout at 
all – has long been seen as the epitome of this trend, 
frictionless shopping can also be achieved through 
less sophisticated means. In Asia, China is a clear 
leader in this area through technologies such as facial 
recognition and unmanned concepts. Countries in 
Southeast Asia are starting to follow suit.

Research from Tofugear suggests that Asian consumers 
have high expectations around seamless shopping. 

keen to use self check-out terminals in order to avoid 
the queue. From automated dining concepts to scan-
and-go apps that can be used in stores, we take a look 
at some of the latest iterations of frictionless shopping 
in Asia.

check-out queues to be a major frustration 
when they shop in stores



Fictionless Shopping - Maxis Concept Store
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Fictionless Shopping - Maxis Concept Store
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Fictionless Shopping - Maxis Concept Store
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Fictionless Shopping - Pricerite New Retail Concept Store
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NEW RETAIL 

HONG KONG



Fictionless Shopping - Pricerite New Retail Concept Store
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Fictionless Shopping - Pricerite New Retail Concept Store
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Fictionless Shopping - Deliveroo Food Market

40

Credit: DCommerce

DELIVEROO 
FOOD MARKET



Fictionless Shopping - Deliveroo Food Market
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Fictionless Shopping - Deliveroo Food Market
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DIGITAL AND PHYSICAL 
CONVERGENCE OF 
MARKETPLACES

Online marketplaces want to bring their strengths in customer data, 

spending. Having a physical storefront also opens up the possibility of 
upselling and cross-selling to customers. But stores also allow online 
marketplaces to create an experience that is simply not possible to 
do online. Tofugear’s research shows that consumers in Asia do value 
the in-store experience and are also keen to interact with products in 
person.  

It is safe to say that there are not many physical retailers that have not 
launched ecommerce sites, while it also isn’t that surprising anymore 
when we see pureplay etailers move into physical retailing. Digital and 
physical convergence has been the name of the game in the retail 

to manifest itself among online marketplaces, which play a key role in 
the region’s online ecosystem. 

Marketplaces such as Alibaba’s Taobao and JD.com have launched 

consumers exclusively shop online. While Tofugear research suggests 
that nearly three-quarters of Asian consumers prefer to shop online 

currently not meeting the expectations of shoppers.

69% of consumers in Asia research products online, 
but will make a purchase in a store because they prefer 
to touch and feel products



Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - Taobao by Lumahgo
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Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - Taobao by Lumahgo
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Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - Taobao by Lumahgo
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prevalent in the region, it will be interesting to see how other 



Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - JD E-Space
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CHONGQING, CHINA



Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - JD E-Space
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Digital and physical convergence of marketplaces - JD E-Space
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CONVERSATIONAL AI

potentially creates a better in-store experience for customers.

Tofugear’s consumer research has shown that consumers in Asia 

bots. So we can expect further innovations in this space as we move 
into 2020. 

Traditionally, retail has been about shoppers communicating face-to-

information. Nowadays, thanks to technology, retailers can also use 
automated means to assist shoppers.

Conversational AI has manifested itself in two aspects – through the 
use of chatbots and digital voice shopping via devices such as Tmall 
Genie, the Chinese equivalent of Amazon Echo. Whilst conversational 
AI has been prevalent in the West for a while, we are starting to see the 
technology gain traction in Asia too.

Using conversational AI, retailers can interact with customers through 
24-7 accessibility, enabling them to answer customer queries anytime 
anywhere. Consumers can also browse through inventories, familiarise 

59% Thai consumers think that voice technology is an 
important feature when shopping online



Conversational AI - Starbucks x Alibaba
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STARBUCKS 
x ALIBABA 
CHINA
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Conversational AI - Starbucks x Alibaba
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Conversational AI - Harvey Norman
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HARVEY NORMAN
MILLENNIAL WALK, 

Credit: Harvey Norman SG facebook page Credit: PBS Credit: Campaign Asia



Conversational AI - Harvey Norman
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Conversational AI - Ponds’s AI Skin Diagnostic Chatbot
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INDONESIA
DIAGNOSTIC CHATBOT



Conversational AI - Ponds’s AI Skin Diagnostic Chatbot
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