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PepsiCo and Master Kong’s branding guru for China, Richard Lee says content 
marketing collaboration can unleash creativity confi ned by traditional approaches

Feel the fizz of thinking differently

Richard Lee… takes an unorthodox approach to marketing
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Technology has led to innovative marketing 
tools. WeChat has connected people, but also 
brands and consumers. It has helped Wrigley 
spread its influence with emoticons. Linking the 
brand’s ‘Shake Shake’ feature and the variety 
show ‘The Voice of China’ has achieved multi-
screen interaction and multimedia channel 
integration, as well as enabling distribution of 
red packets. In China, the lower-tier market has 
great potential. People are even more active on 
social networks than the first and second-tier. 
How to mobilise potential through new 
practices is a topic worth exploring.

Tencent Online Media Group

H
aving recently taken on responsibility 
for the marketing of all beverage 
brands under both the PepsiCo and 
Master Kong portfolios, Richard Lee is 
unfazed by the prospect of overload. 
“We’re the best of global and best of lo-
cal now, with different types of exper-
tise but extremely complementary to 

each other,” Lee says.
His appointment opens up cross-pollination of 

skillsets within the two companies, which first 
struck up a strategic alliance in 2012. The beverage 
players also share a media agency network, GroupM 
(Mindshare for PepsiCo, Midas for Master Kong), 
which means continued synergy.

The links extend beyond media economics, and 
also stretch into product distribution. This was ex-
emplified when PepsiCo broke Coca-Cola’s 25-year 
hold on beverage supply to Walt Disney resorts with 
an exclusive Shanghai theme park agreement this 
February — Master Kong products were included in 
the deal. 

“It’s because we’re ‘better together’,” Lee quips, 
citing PepsiCo’s brand ethos.

Lee, a fan of martial arts, has injected his own 
unorthodox approach into marketing, such as “syn-
chronicity between heaven and man”. In the ‘Pepsi-
Co School of Martial Arts’, the product is an inter-
mediary between brand and consumer, he says. The 
can or bottle itself is a carrier of content; it is a form 
of media. The company has never seen itself as 
merely selling soft drinks, rather as the best medi-
um to reflect the spirit of young people in fashion, 
music or sports. 

“Beyoncé and Michael Jackson can appear on our 
cans; so can consumers and partnering brands 
[such as Master Kong],” Lee says. 

Pepsi or Master Kong products, therefore, can be 
said to be among the most influential media plat-
forms that reach Chinese youths, he feels. And 
those platforms extends to digital ones. A recent 
Tmall campaign that roughly translates as ‘Let’s 
get rich quick together’ or ‘Let’s get rich with one 
RMB’ encouraged netizens to scan product pack 
QR codes for 1 RMB coupons (US$0.16), which they 
could then redeem on the e-commerce site for items 
worth 10 RMB. 

“So Pepsi is not just a product,” Lee reiterates, 
“but also a medium to enable people to buy the 
things they like.”

Things get more interesting as we delve into the 
lower-tier cities in China, and the increased role dig-
ital will play in Pepsi and Master Kong’s future 
moves. “The lower the tier [of mainland Chinese 
city], the more digital it gets,” he says. “Don’t under-
estimate the shareability of digital media.” Visual 
content, being the most shareable, will see Meipai (a 
video-creation app) or Meitu Xiuxiu (a photo-en-
hancing app) being all the rage, he predicts.

Taking a leaf from the filmmaking industry, it is 
about applying the art of transmedia storytelling to 
content, digitally focused or otherwise, Lee states. 

The way to tell stories will be based on an “open 
platform” strategy — much like in computing — 
that grants access to other brands with similar val-
ues to participate in and devolves control to agen-
cies (or rather, “creative partners”, as Lee prefers to 
term them) to curate stories. That role of a curator, 
alongside a consultant and a coordinator, is what 
Lee advocates as the ‘3-C agency model’ of the fu-
ture. His premise is that the traditional model, as 
we know it, is not competitive enough, and needs to 
change to meet the challenge of the future.

Take internal portals like Tencent and Youku, for 
example: their “amazing” production capabilities 

make them well-placed to produce content for cli-
ents and theoretically cut out agency middlemen al-
together. 

“These portals have a lot of power,” he explains. 
To remain in the plot, agencies have to ponder about 
not just the development of creative campaigns but 
even new business models.

Still, the big picture is the same: marketing is 
marketing. The challenge remains how to leverage 
owned media to reduce paid media but also generate 
earned media, while making branding a purpose-
driven effort that will impact both those who drink 
Pepsi and the broader community. ■
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