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Key Takeaways
Drivers and Motivations affecting consumer behavior

Packaging has emerged as an important driver, with 
consumers making decisions based on Packaging that 
allows for easy and prolonged storage, on the basis of 
hygiene concerns and storage constraints.

Packaging as an Emerging Driver

Food Wastage has emerged as an important driver, given 
the fears around food shortage and economic hardships 
that have occurred as a side effect of the pandemic.

Concerns about Food Wastage

Consumers are looking to Food to make them feel 
better and restore their sense of normalcy, with 
consumption decisions being driven by sensory aspects 
like Taste in addition to functional aspects like Health. 

Taste over Health
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Key Takeaways
Changes in Consumption Patterns

As the pandemic has been controlled, there is a plateau in 
consumer interest in Health and Immunity, but Vitamin C 
continues to show growth, +150% in March

Gain in Vitamin C - the Immunity Booster

Frozen food has seen a sudden but temporary surge during the 
Coronavirus pandemic in China, which can mainly be attributed 
to the urge to stockpile food. The epidemic has further boosted 
the growth in consumer interest in Fresh Fruit and Vegetables 

Frozen or Fresh

Indulgence products like Ice-creams and Cake have seen a 
surge in demand. Consumers are also recreating recipes that 
they would consume in restaurants like Milk Tea and Cakes

At Home Indulgence

Popular Animal Protein sources like Chicken and Beef were 
affected by consumers concerns around availability. Already 
popular Plant Protein sources like Soy and Mushroom were not 
affected by Covid-19 and while Impossible Foods, did see a 
spike in Feb, it was only 50% of 2019 peak.

Demand for Protein
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About Ai Palette

Ai Palette is a powerful trend-spotting platform backed by a 
comprehensive prediction engine and cognitive AI

Ai Palette, a Singapore-based SaaS startup founded in 2018, provides deep-tech 
solutions for companies in the FMCG industry. The company helps increase the 
success rate of F&B product innovations with the use of predictive analytics, 
Natural Language Processing (NLP) and computer vision to capture trends in real-
time from a diverse set of market relevant sources, including social media, blogs, 
recipes and menus.

Ai Palette has two key offerings:

Foresight Engine: With 39 unique features built into the AI/ML algorithm, brands 
can predict and identify flavour trends as they emerge locally. The algorithm is 
language agnostic and so far has been trained to monitor and evaluate trends in 
eight Asian languages, including English, enabling to highlight cross-cultural 
trends and track as they migrate across borders
Screen Winner: In addition to trend identification, product screening feature helps 
brands analyse multiple product concepts and validate to optimise which new 
product they should launch next based on consumer needs and taste preferences 
to maximise their chances   

Proprietary algorithm 
designed for F&B, 
that can be 
customized to analyse 
organic conversations
online in the focus 
market, in natural 
language helping to 
overcome language 
barriers in Asia’s 
diverse terrain
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Ai Palette 
Methodology

03

Apply Language Agnostic 
proprietary AI algorithm to 
uncover consumer needs and 
changing consumer 
preferences amid COVID-19

Run time series analysis (Jan 
2019 to present) to determine 
consumption patterns

Analyse
02

Collect the data from the data 
sources, structure & clean the 
big data

Collect
01

Identify relevant local public 
data sources, including social 
media and search engine

Identify
04

Present the output

� Identify change in 
patterns and 
consumption of food 
items and beverages in 
China

Output
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Data 
Sources

Data Sources

Local publicly available data sources 
in China

Search Engine

Social Media

Data Points

339.67 million+

Time Period

January 2019 to 
March 2020



Key Drivers 
and 
Motivations
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Key Drivers and Motivations 
Consumption Drivers based on Consumer Discussion January 2020 - March 2020

Taste

32.81%
Taste is a key driver with 
consumers looking to Food as a 
Feel-Good Factor to restore their 
sense of normalcy

� Tasty, Flavorful and Savoury 
are popular taste profiles

Health

29.14%
Health continues to be important 
to the Chinese consumer

� Healthy and Nutritious food is 
the need of the hour

Packaging

5.79%
Packaging has emerged as a 
key driver influencing  consumer 
decisions

� Consumers express 
preference for Canned Food 
and Small Packs
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Key Drivers and Motivations 
Consumption Drivers based on Consumer Discussion January 2020 - March 2020

Wastage

7.59%
Food Wastage is a concern given the fears 
around food shortage and economic hardships 
that will occur as a side effect of the pandemic

Distribution

5.27%
Distribution is driving consumers shopping 
preferences with disruptions in supply chains

� Consumers continue to shop at grocery and 
convenience stores, in part due to the 
unavailability of items and delivery options 
from e-commerce
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As the China market opens up, 
Taste is a key driver influencing 
consumer decisions; currently at 
levels similar to more indulgent 
times of the year (Nov-Dec 2019) 

#1 Consumption Driver

Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020

111.44 Mn
Consumer Data 
Points

Taste at 
end of the 
year (Nov -
Dec 2019) 
levels 

Taste

32.81% Consumer Expressions mention 
Taste

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Chinese consumers are looking for Flavor and Taste in their food 
choices; Savoury taste profile more popular than Sweet 

Taste as a 
Consumption 

Driver

111.44 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

32.81%

Taste 14.24%

Flavorful

3.92%

Salty

1.48%

Spicy

1.19%

Crispy

11.15%

Tasty

2.97%

Sweet

1.31%

Sour

Topics around Taste

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Consumer interest in Health and Immunity saw a significant increase 
during Covid-19; Demand for Preventive remedies is still strong 

98.94 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Health

2.81 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Immunity

3.05 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Prevention

Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Chinese consumers are looking to get back in shape after the lockdown; Energy 
saw a spike during the peak of the lockdown in Feb - March; Interest in nutrition is 
still strong

3.09 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Diet

5.2 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Energy

9.3 Mn
Consumer Data 

Points

Nutrition

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points

Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020
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Consumer interest in 
Packaging is at an all time 
high, up 162% since the 
Coronavirus pandemic hit 
China 

Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020

19.66 Mn
Consumer Data 
Points

+162% in 
March 2020 vs 
previous 
month

Packaging

#3 Consumption Driver

5.79% Consumer Expressions mention 
Packaging

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Consumers decisions around Packaging are driven by easy and 
prolonged storage and hygiene concerns 

Topics around Packaging

Individually 
Wrapped

0.70%

Hygiene 
Concerns

Small Pack

0.39%

Storage
Concerns

Paper

0.02%

Others
Prolonged Storage and Stockpiling

1.16%

Canned

0.35%

Frozen 0.01%

Refrigerate

0.10%

Plastic

0.03%

Family Size / 
Value Packs

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Concerns over Distribution have 
reduced since China has opened 
up, after peaking in January. 
Sentiment is still negative over 
unavailability and delivery delays 

#4 Consumption Driver

Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020

40.72 Mn
Consumer Data 
Points

5.27% Positive Consumer Expressions 
mention Distribution

6.66% Negative Consumer Expressions 
mention Distribution

Distribution

Base: 339.67 Mn consumer data points
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Consumers express reliance on offline channels; Still plagued 
with concerns over lack of availability and delays in food 
delivery 

Channel PreferenceChannel Preference

Brick and Mortar Online

2.20%

Supermarket

0.32%

Online

0.11%

Convenience 
Store

0.15%

E-commerce

Delivery Concerns Availability Concerns

4.44%

Delay

2.10%

Out of Stock

0.01%

Late Delivery

0.17%

Unavailable



Growing and 
Declining Product 
Categories
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Traditional ingredients, fresh food and plant-based protein for safety and immunity. 
Stockpiling staple food and snacks to avoid public spaces
Fastest Growing Food Items and Beverages Categories (Jan-March 2020 vs Jan-March 2019)

Fresh Produce +161%

Vegetables +97%

Tomato +72%

Pumpkin +50%

Fruits +46%

Chinese Yam +44%

Fresh Food

Rice +62%

Instant Food +58%

Noodles +29%

Frozen Food +27%

Long Shelf Life

Chips +108%

Cake +66%

Indulgences

Garlic +116%

Chinese Jujube +73%

Traditional Chinese 
Medicine

+44%

Vitamin C +29%

Immunity Boosting Ingredients

Mushroom +32%

Impossible Foods +431%

Plant-based Protein
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Certain animal-based protein options and 
restaurant foods exhibited a decline
Fastest Declining Food Items and Beverages Categories (Jan-March 2020 vs Jan-March 2019)

Mutton and Duck saw a decline with concerns 
around distribution (7.27%), delay (4.04%), out 
of stock (3.23%)  and safety (1.38%)

Animal-protein

Consumption of Burger and Carbonated 
Drinks dropped due to concerns around health 
(29.73%), stress (15.89%), fat (4.57%), 
distribution (6.22%) and delay (5.68%)

Restaurant and 

High-Contact Food

-45%

Mutton

-14%

Duck

-10%

Burger

-19%

Carbonated 
Drinks
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Preference for natural home remedies drove Growth; Concerns over 
availability, safety health were reasons for Decline

● Home Remedies for Immunity: To protect themselves from infection, consumers in China turned to home remedies and traditional ingredients 
such as garlic, jujube and traditional chinese medicine (TCM)
○ Vitamin C showed growth, however, Vitamins overall had a decline (-22%, Jan to March 2020 vs Jan to March 2019)
○ Fresh produce rich in Vitamin C, like tomato, pumpkin and fruits, surged

Reasons for Growth/Decline in F&B Categories

● Health and Safety: Demand for plant-based meat Impossible Foods exhibited an increased-consumer interest, while some animal-based meat 
options declined due to a variety of reasons
○ Closing of wet markets and delay in trade consignments aused interruptions in supply of fresh meat like chicken, beef, duck and mutton, 

while demand for pork was affected by fear of African swine fever 
○ To some extent, plant protein options like soy and mushroom and with a longer shelf life like rice remained popular. Though plant-based 

meat saw some increase in demand, was only at 50% of 2019 highs. 
○ Fear that animal products are the root cause of the virus led to some minor safety concerns, though only showing impact on demand for 

duck and mutton

● Restaurant and High Contact Food: Food items popularly consumed in restaurants/cafes, such as Burger, and carbonated drinks that 
accompany such food saw a drop in consumer demand, due to social distancing measures as well as health concerns associated with these 
food items



Consumption and 
Demand Patterns
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As the pandemic has been controlled in China, there is a drop in 
consumer interest in Health and Immunity, but Vitamin C continues 
to increase, growing at 150% in March 
Trend over 1 Jan 2019 - 31 March 2020

Vitamin C
1.73 Mn
Consumer Data Points

+150% in March 2020 
vs previous month

Immunity
2.81 Mn
Consumer Data Points

Health
98.94 Mn
Consumer Data Points
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Categories and Ingredients associated with Immunity 

Categories associated with Immunity

� Fruit Teas

� Fruit Juices (Orange, 
grape, blackberry, 
lemon, apple, mango, 
pineapple, mix)

� Bamboo Vitamin Drink

� Vitamin Teas

� Milk with 
Immunoglobulins

� Drink powders 
(Walnut, Grapefruit, 
Orange)

� Lychee Jelly Drinks

� Fruit Gummies and 
Candy

� Dried Fruit (mango, 
kiwi)

� Lemon Slices

� Strawberry Twists

Ingredients associated with Immunity

� Garlic +116% Q1 2020 vs Q1 2019

� Ginger +28% Q1 2020 vs Q1 2019

� Carrot +26% Q1 2020 vs Q1 2019

� Green Tea +22% Q1 2020 vs Q1 2019

Popular products highlighted in Red
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Fresh Food has a steady positive sentiment and rise in demand, 
while demand for Frozen Food surged temporarily due to stockpiling

● Consumer demand for instant foods, such as noodles, pasta, ramen, and foods with long shelf life such as rice, dried meat, 
frozen food/meal has seen a sudden but temporary surge, which can mainly be attributed to the urge to stockpile food under 
strict lockdown rules implemented in the country

○ While consumption of dry food with a long shelf life (rice, noodles, ramen and pasta) increased, ramen and pasta showed a 
relative drop, primarily because of their  

● Demand for fresh food, including fruits and vegetables has been rising even before the COVID-19 outbreak, but the epidemic has 
further boosted the growth with a noticeable spike in fresh fruits and vegetables in February 2020
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Consumption and Demand Patterns

Fresh vs Long Shelf Life: Growth

March 2020Jan 2019 

Dry Food
Rice and noodles being staple exhibited 
maximum demand due to stockpiling

Long Shelf Life
Instant Food and Frozen Food saw a 
temporary surge in February amid 
lockdown

Fresh Food
Fresh Produce has a steady rise in 
demand with surge in Jan and Feb
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Consumers are choosing At-Home Indulgence as a means to feel 
good and restore normalcy 

● Comfort foods that incur a psychologically pleasing state and small indulgences such as snacks, chocolates and cake have 
experienced a rise in consumer demand

○ While chocolate continued to rise since November last year, consumption of indulgent foods like cake, ice cream and chips 
increased during February 2020, amidst the peak of outbreak in China

●Milk tea and brown sugar (in beverages), which are popularly consumed in cafes and for socialising in China, saw a surge in at-
home consumption due to consumer craving for cafe-like products while stuck at home

● Increase in baking at home, home cooked meals and easy-to-cook restaurant-like recipes at home can be attributed to 
consumers seeking comfort in food amidst the stressful circumstances and also inability to enjoy their favourite foods outside 
of home
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Consumption and Demand Patterns

At-home Indulgence: Growth 

Indulgent Foods
Snacking and Indulgent Food on the rise 
as a result of stress-eating

Cafe Products
Milk Tea and Brown Sugar craving at-home 
since these are popular cafe products in China

Comfort Food
Rise in home baking and home cooked food 
due to “comfort” associated with these 
foods

March 2020Jan 2019 
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Popular protein sources like seafood and chicken saw temporary 
drop in Feb due to concerns around availability and shorter-shelf life

● Consumer interest in Protein is on the rise among Chinese consumers, currently at highest levels since Jan 2019 

● Animal-based sources of protein, i.e. seafood, chicken, beef, mutton and duck registered a sudden drop in demand 

○ Lockdown and social distancing measures led to closing of wet markets for meat and fish
○ Delay in trade consignments of meats that are imported, and shortage of pork due to African swine fever affected the availability and 

prices
○ Consumers preferred dried meat and frozen food over fresh meat due to ease of storage and longer shelf life
○ Concerns around availability and safety, led to a drop in demand for mutton and duck in Jan-Mar 2020

● Plant-based sources of protein such as soy  and mushroom did not see a significant spike in demand, despite unavailability of animal protein. 
While Impossible Foods saw an increased-consumer interest, was only at 50% of 2019 peak

Protein

4.01 Mn
Consumer Data Points

Trend over 1 Jan 
2019 - 31 March 
2020
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Consumption and Demand Patterns

Demand for Animal Protein: Growth

Beef showed a very slight 
decline due to concerns 
around distribution (6.95%) 
and delays (3.78%)

Seafood demand dropped in 
Feb due to concerns around 
health (28.7%) and price 
(10.3%)

Chicken showed a drop in 
Feb due to distribution 
(8.13%), delay (6.57%) and 
out of stock (1.46%). 

Popular protein 
sources like beef, 
seafood and chicken 
saw sudden drop in Feb 
due to consumers 
concerns around  
distribution delays and 
partly health concerns 
for Seafood and Beef

March 2020Jan 2019 
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Consumption and Demand Patterns

Demand for Plant Protein: Growth

Soy, except for the slight 
drop in Feb,  has been 
steady during Nov’19 to 
Mar’20. Seems unaffected 
by Covid-19

Mushroom showed 
sustained demand  driven 
by health (40.86%) and 
taste (34.05%)

Impossible Foods exhibited 
a sudden spike in Jan, only 
at 50% of 2019 peak despite 
availability concerns for 
animal protein

Soy and Mushroom 
have not shown 
noticeable changes in 
their demand and seem 
to be unaffected by the 
virus outbreak.
Impossible Foods, 
however, had a slight 
increased consumer 
interest in Feb’20

March 2020Jan 2019 



Regional Analysis
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Taste and Health are the top consumption drivers across regions. 
Except in the country’s political capital Beijing, Packaging and 
Distribution are among top consumer concerns

Jing-Jin-Ji
(Beijing, Tianjin)

� Health 34.94%
� Taste 31.59%
� Beauty and Youth 

5.04%
� Fresh 5.01%
� Nourishment 4.39%

Yangtze River Delta 
(Shanghai)

� Health 32.83%
� Taste 31.44%
� Distribution 5.35%
� Fresh 5.15%
� Packaging 4.98%

Pearl River Delta 
(Guangdong)

� Taste 32.38%

� Health 28.75%

� Packaging 6.82%

� Distribution 5.34%

� Beauty and Youth 5.19%

Chengdu-Chongqing
(Chongqing)

� Health 34.85%

� Taste 30.50%

� Fresh 5.31%

� Packaging 5.14%

� Distribution 4.73%
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Regional Analysis

Canned vs Fresh

Jing-Jin-Ji
(Beijing, Tianjin)

Yangtze River Delta 
(Shanghai)

In Beijing, freshness 
of food surpassed 
canned foods as a 
consumer need, 
indicating greater 
focus on healthy food 
than food with long 
shelf life

In Shanghai, however, 
freshness of food was 
not a concern but 
buying and stocking 
canned food was on a 
rise in Jan’20

Canned

Fresh

Fresh

Canned
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Regional Analysis

Immunity
Jing-Jin-Ji
(Beijing, Tianjin)

Yangtze River Delta 
(Shanghai)

Pearl River Delta 
(Guangdong)

Chengdu-Chongqing
(Chongqing)While “Health” is a 

major consumption 
driver across regions, in 
Chongqing and 
Shanghai, consumer 
interest in immunity is 
returning to normal, but 
consumers in Beijing 
and Guangdong are still 
wary of the situation, 
which is indicated by 
continued increase in 
interest in immunity
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Jing-Jin-Ji
(Beijing, Tianjin)
Garlic 74.92%
Ginger 33.96%
TCM  27.80%
Vitamin C 27.16%
Chinese Yam 6.82%

Yangtze River Delta 
(Shanghai)
Garlic 81.08%
Vitamin C 36.57%
Ginger 35.23%
TCM 27.22%
Chinese Yam 2.7%

Pearl River Delta 
(Guangdong)
Garlic 90.51%
TCM 33.40%
Ginger 21.60%
Chinese Yam 8.40%
Vitamin C 7.56%

Chengdu-Chongqing
(Chongqing)
Garlic 57.00%
Ginger 33.72%
TCM 30.88%
Vitamin C 16.71%
Chinese Yam 8.58%

Regional Analysis

Immunity Boosting Ingredients

Legend: Region
(Cities)
Ingredient, Increase % Q1 2020 vs Q1 2019

Garlic is the top ingredient 
associated with enhancing 
immunity across China

Traditional Chinese 
Medicine (TCM) also has 
similar level of popularity 
across regions

Vitamin C is more popular 
in Tier I cities (Shanghai 
and Beijing), as compared 
to Tier II cities, indicating 
Tier I cities’ higher 
awareness about benefits 
associated with this 
micronutrient
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Questions:

+65 9057 5170
som@aipalette.com

Somsubhra Gan Choudhuri

+65 8750 6998
salomi@aipalette.com

Salomi Naik


