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H
aving last year pledged to invest 
US$2.5 billion in China by 2013, Pep-
siCo seems serious about building its 
position in the market. And having re-
cently taken on responsibility for all 
food and beverage brands in the com-
pany’s portfolio, Richard Lee is among 
those leading the charge — and argu-

ably facing the biggest challenge in distinguishing 
the brand from rivals in the sector. 

Yet the Hong Kong native seems anything but 
fazed by the task ahead. 

Based in Shanghai for a number of years, he un-
derstands the market and, perhaps most important-
ly, has embraced Pepsi’s ethos of supporting and 
connecting with young people.

Lee’s career could have taken quite a different 
path, however. Like many in the marketing profes-
sion, his original ambition was to work in film. 

Having secured a place to study at the University 
of Southern California’s (USC) prestigious film 
school, his move towards the field of marketing only 
came about as a result of resistance from his “tradi-
tional Chinese” parents. “Engineering or medicine 
were OK, but film — no way,” Lee remembers. “A 
compromise was to study business.” 

That took him instead to Berkeley, and later to 
Harvard. Business, though, is a broad subject, and 
upon returning home to Hong Kong, Lee admits he 
still did not know what he wanted to do. His first 
footing on the marketing ladder was at Swire — a far 
cry from the environment he now finds himself in. 
Still, his interest in marketing grew, and he found 
himself drawn to New York, where he joined Colgate 
Palmolive. That eventually took him back to China, 
this time to Guangzhou, when the market was on 
the brink of development. He recalls launching Col-
gate toothpaste around China from “a tiny office 
with mice running around”.

“I believe in direct, transparent communica-
tions,” he explains. “I encourage people to speak up. 
‘Direct’ means ‘no bullshit’; ‘transparent’ means en-
suring all the facts are on the table — don’t hide be-
hind information. If you truly want to encourage 
creativity, no one should have any fear. If there’s fear, 
you never achieve true creativity.”

Whether a fear to speak up is something that  
is holding agencies back, Lee does not say, but he 
does believe that agencies in general are “too re-
stricted” and still showing few signs of diverting 
their focus from traditional media, despite making 
impressive statements.

“I’m not seeing enough big ideas,” he complains. 
“The world has changed. The mode of communicat-
ing has changed. But there’s not enough motivation 
for people [at agencies] to change. I look for break-
through ideas, but I hate the term ‘think outside the 
box’. There’s still going to be a box there. Why 
change the rules of the game, when you can create  
a new game?”

Nonetheless, he is realistic in acknowledging that 
‘digital’ is not the answer to all marketing needs. In-
deed, he is sceptical as to the measurement capabili-
ties currently being offered. But while measurability 
of marketing initiatives is clearly important, build-

Fast-forward five years, and Lee’s interest in film 
remained undimmed. “I was still looking for the 
ideal job to apply this passion,” he says. “Pepsi came 
along. It was a small brand [in China] but a great 
one. The challenge was to see what I could do to 
make it exciting. I believed in the power of young 
people. I wanted to inspire the young people of Chi-
na and enable them. Pepsi is a youth-spirited brand 
and I saw it as a great platform to do that.”

Since his early days managing Pepsi Cola’s brand 
direction, Lee says he was encouraged to use enter-
tainment as a brand-building tool. As a result, he no 
longer sees film as the only true outlet for creativity. 
Rather, he says, he is able to find creative fulfillment 
throughout the marketing process and beyond that, 
in making a meaningful connection with the 
brand’s target audience. An ongoing theme in Pep-
si’s marketing is inspiring young people to pursue 
their aspirations and to provide them with media 
platforms from which to do so. He acknowledges 
that the marketing function is not yet understood as 
well as it should be in China, but says the situation is 
changing for the better.

“You can see that in terms of marketing, brands 
are not there yet compared with countries like the 
US,” he says. “There, the power of the brand still ex-
ists despite the deterioration of the economy. China 
really needs to catch up and companies are placing 
more emphasis on branding and marketing. If you 
really want to catch up with economic growth, you 
need to have the power of a brand.”

Lee has his own approach to brand building, 
which is grounded in a refreshingly unstuffy atti-
tude to business and internal communications. 

Crucial to effective creativity, he says, is a culture 
of openness at all levels. True to Pepsi’s brand phi-
losophy, he claims not to believe in hierarchy — a 
concept that will doubtless take some time to catch 
on in China at large.
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ing the brands under the PepsiCo umbrella — in-
cluding Lay’s, Tropicana, Gatorade and Mountain 
Dew in addition to Pepsi Cola — takes precedence 
over tactical campaigns at this stage.

That is something he still sees as best achieved 
through a combination of entertainment and youth 
empowerment. Events still feature prominently in 
the company’s marketing activities, and he explains 
its marketers are encouraged to follow seven funda-
mental principles — the ‘7Es’. These emphasise 
emotional power; entertainment value across all 
possible touchpoints; evangelism of the brand spir-
it; broad exposure (“omnipresence combined with 
pop culture”); excellence in execution; effective-
ness; and an energised team. Lee is adamant that 
“every member must feel passionate about what 
they do”.

Marketing mantras may contribute to company 
morale, but more important than that is ensuring 
the product offering is right to begin with. Many 
PepsiCo brands — and those of competitors — are 
still in relatively early stages of development, Lee 
says, so there is significant room for growth in the 
market. The challenge is that with the brands being 
international, there is no guarantee that they tally 
with the demands of their target consumers.  

This is seeing PepsiCo take increasing steps to local-
ise its offering.

For Lay’s, for example, the company introduced a 
range of localised products including shrimp and 
‘Sichuan’ f lavour chips, as well as rice and wheat 
crackers. With competition as intense as it is, getting 
the offering right first-time is critical. “A category 
never has room to breathe,” he says. 

Unlike in more advanced markets like Japan, 
which rely on a constant stream of product launches 
to maintain consumer interest, distribution remains 
a big issue in China — meaning that the staple prod-
uct offering needs clear brand messaging in order to 
stand out from the competition long-term. But from 
Lee’s point of view, being a successful marketing 
company should not be Pepsi’s sole purpose.

“My personal ambition is to make a meaningful 
difference to my team and society through my ac-
tions,” he says pensively. “I don’t just want to gain 
more market share. We are privileged to do what we 
do and should have higher goals. I believe in the con-
cept of doing well by doing good. If you can make a 
brand grow by having a positive impact on society, 
then why not? Marketing can be win-win. It should 
not be short-term. People today expect more from a 
brand and we have to show that we care.” n

SEPTEMBER 2011   campaign   31

PROFESSIONAL CV

2011 CMO Greater China, foods 
and beverages, PepsiCo

2007 VP marketing international 
sparkling beverages, PepsiCo 

2004 VP marketing Greater China 
beverages, PepsiCo

PERSONAL CV

Born Hong Kong
Lives Shanghai
Education Berkeley and Harvard 
Loves Film
Last film watched Adjustment Bureau
Mantra “Say what you mean and mean 

what you say”

creative unless it has the structure in place to promote a culture of openness and encourages transparent communications across all levels
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