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Employees work on the automated packaging line of Unilever Wall’s ‘Lighthouse Factory’ in Taicang, Jiangsu province. provided to china daily

Unilever eyes 
sweeter gains in 
China market
With innovation, localized strategy, MNC 
bullish on ice cream growth, says exec

By ZHUANG QIANGE  
zhuangqiange@chinadaily.com.cn

With the nation’s consumption 
recovery gradually picking up fol-
lowing the three-year COVID-19 
pandemic, more multinational cor-
porations are looking to tap into the 
Chinese market, as the world’s sec-
ond-largest economy offers vast 
opportunities with its massive con-
sumer market. 

For consumer 
goods giant Uni-
lever, which oper-
ates ice cream 
brands Magnum, 
Cornetto, Vien-
netta and Wall’s in 
the Chinese mar-
ket, succeeding in 
the nation’s com-

petitive ice cream sector requires 
continuous product innovation, 
strategic investment and adapting 
to local preferences, said the compa-
ny’s executive. 

“As one of the largest markets for 
Magnum and Cornetto, China is one 
of the major countries Unilever 
focuses on in terms of investment 
and growth, and we have a deep 
commitment to the Chinese mar-
ket,” said Matt Close, president of 
Unilever’s ice cream business group.

“There is no reason in my mind 
why this market won’t continue to 
develop, as the ice cream market in 
China has been growing steadily at 
somewhere between 5 and 6 percent 
throughout the last three years,” 
Close said.

Matt Close  

“We are focused on growing Uni-
lever’s ice cream business both glo-
bally and in China, with continuous 
innovation being the key to driving 
brand preference with consumers,” 
Close said during an interview with 
the media on Thursday.

The ice cream market is rapidly 
expanding in China and globally. 
According to iiMedia Research, a 
Chinese market consultancy, China’s 
ice cream market exceeded 160 bil-
lion yuan ($22.4 billion) in sales val-
ue in 2021, a yearly increase of 8.84 
percent compared to 2020, while the 
global ice cream market stood at a 
value of $77.5 billion last year, 
according to a report by global mar-
ket research company Expert Mar-
ket Research.

Close said Unilever has been ramp-
ing up its ice cream production capac-
ity in China to maintain its growth 
amid the expansion of the nation’s ice 
cream market. In January 2022, the 
“Lighthouse Factory” of Unilever in 
Suzhou’s Taicang, Jiangsu province, 
started operations. The facility, built 
with an investment of 100 million 
euros ($110.8 million), embodies 
many artificial intelligence-enabled 
production scenarios, making it the 
first lights-off operation system of 
Wall’s in North Asian markets.

China is a market that highly 
values customization, and the 
group has been utilizing flexible 
production facilities to meet local 
needs, with the flexible production 
line at the Taicang factory as a 
prime example, as the facility is 
capable of quick switches between 

different ice cream categories and 
flavors, enabling more personal-
ized and customized production, 
Close said.

“For example, we launched mini 
versions of Magnum and Cornetto 
ice cream to meet the different 
needs of consumers who want to 
enjoy a ‘snackable’ ice cream treat 
with fewer calories. This aligns with 
the trend of smaller ice cream sizes 
and better nutritional control,” he 
added.

Unilever is also eyeing opportuni-
ties generated by the nation’s flour-
ishing e-commerce businesses to 
spur localization and growth in the 
ice cream business, Close said, add-
ing that he had paid visits to some 
big names in the sector in China, 
such as Meituan and Douyin.

According to the executive, Uni-
lever is investing 1.6 billion yuan 
into an all-category production base 

in Guangzhou, Guangdong prov-
ince, its largest China investment in 
years. Slated for full operations in 
2025, the factory will leverage smart 
manufacturing and supply chain 
innovations to enable flexible, cus-
tomized production.

Product innovation and locali-
zation underpin Unilever’s 
approach in China. “Shortly after 
Unilever established its presence 
in China, we set up the Shanghai 
R&D (research and development) 
center to learn more about con-
sumers in China and developed a 
series of products for local con-
sumers. From the first Paddle Pop 
HipHop to today’s Magnum 
Matcha Ice Cream, we have always 
upheld the consumer-oriented 
R&D strategy in the Chinese mar-
ket,” Close said.

Since the start of Wall’s China 
expansion in 2018, the brand has 

been gaining popularity nation-
wide, with the number of cities cov-
ered by Wall’s products expanding 
rapidly from 35 in 2018 to 119 in 
2023, the company said.

According to global market intel-
ligence agency Mintel Group, Yili, 
Unilever and Mengniu remain 
industry leaders in China’s ice 
cream market. 

With more emerging players 
striving for a bigger share of the Chi-
nese ice cream market, Unilever 
said it will continue expanding its 
portfolio, adapting production and 
engaging more Chinese consumers, 
and remains confident in ice 
cream’s prospects in this strategic 
market.

Reaffirming its confidence in the 
nation’s consumption market, Close 
said he expects “Cornetto to be the 
next billion-euro brand present in 
the Chinese market”.

Apart from those efforts to spur 
growth in the Chinese market, Uni-
lever also echoed the nation’s green 
push by taking multiple moves to 
reduce its carbon footprint. The 
company teamed up with its 
upstream suppliers to introduce 
recyclable paper boxes suitable for 
cold chain storage, transportation 
and display, reducing plastic usage 
in related ice cream products by 91 
percent, the company said.

“While prioritizing consumer 
demand, Unilever carries out a 
‘Happy Planet’ mission to reduce 
the environmental impacts associ-
ated with producing ice cream,” 
Close said.

“We’re confident in our ongoing 
dedication to the Chinese ice cream 
market. The company will continue 
to bring delicious and top-quality 
ice cream products to Chinese con-
sumers.” 

Caoxian’s hanfu surge bolsters rural vitalization
By ZHAO RUIXUE  
zhaoruixue@chinadaily.com.cn

As China’s tourism market returns 
to normal and embraces high-quality 
development, hanfu, or traditional 
Chinese clothing, has seen substan-
tial growth in the first half of this 
year in Caoxian county, Shandong 
province, one of the major hanfu 
production bases in China.

In Daiji township, the biggest 
hanfu production town in Caoxian, 
sales of hanfu sold via e-commerce 
platforms in the first half of this year 
witnessed an upsurge, reaching 2.5 
billion yuan ($350 million), said Li 
Tao, Party secretary of the township.

“Many hanfu producers in our 
township are working overtime to 
meet their orders,” he said.

At an e-commerce industrial park 
in Caoxian, a woman used a live­-
streaming platform to promote 
hanfu on Tuesday.

The hanfu outfits she promotes 
are selling like hotcakes, said Zheng 
Tao, manager of Qianwei Hantang 
Costume Co Ltd in the park.

During the past one and a half 
months, the company has sold more 
than 7,000 pieces of the hanfu she 
promotes, he said.

“Triggered by the booming tourism 
sector, our sales of hanfu during the 
past two months reached 10 million 
yuan, which is 10 times that of the 
same period last year,” said Zheng.

Meng Xiaoxia, director of the 
industrial center of the Caoxian orig-
inal design of hanfu, also located in 
the township said: “In particular, the 

horse face skirt has seen big growth 
in sales during the first half of this 
year.

“This set of horse face skirts is 
designed for a family, and we added 
an embroidered peony onto the skirt 
to make the dress more elegant.” 

Meng, who majored in art, and 
her husband Hu Chunqing, a PhD 
student at the Institute of Metal 
Research of the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences, returned to Hu’s home-
town Caoxian in 2018 to start a busi-
ness selling performance costumes 
and hanfu.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
performance costumes did not sell 
well, and the couple began to focus 
on hanfu.

“The well-developed industrial 
chain for hanfu in this township laid 

a strong foundation for sales 
growth,” said Meng.

Daiji township has formed a com-
plete chain for developing the hanfu 
industry, covering research and 
development, design and produc-
tion, copyright protection, cutting 
and printing, embroidery printing, 
accessories, exhibition, network 
marketing and after-sales service, 
said Li.

Over 30 percent of hanfu sold via 
e-commerce platforms in China are 
from Daiji. Meanwhile, the town 
shares 70 percent of theater perform-
ance clothing sold via e-commerce 
platforms in China, according to the 
township government.

“As more and more overseas Chi-
nese and foreigners appreciate hanfu, 
we are developing cross-border 

e-commerce platforms to expand our 
overseas markets,” said Li.

“The hanfu industry has not only 
brought economic benefits to our 
villages, but brought back more 
young people to run businesses in 
our township, driving the high-

quality development of rural vitali-
zation,” Li added.

More than 7,000 young people 
have returned to the township, 
among which 10 percent are college 
graduates, according to the township 
government. 

A livestreamer promotes hanfu from an outlet in Caoxian county, 
Shandong province. zhao ruixue / china daily


