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CLA is a global consultancy that advises and works 
collaboratively with brands, retailers, investors, technology 
companies and scaleups. With a focus on retail and innovation, 
CLA works closely with its clients to identify growth 
opportunities globally, accelerate innovation and create go to 
market strategies. 

Established in 2011, CLA has decades of experience with 
cross-border expansion, particularly across Asia, North 
America and Europe. 

ABOUT CLA

OVERVIEW
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What do these two stores have in common?



Chinese luxury consumers aren't abandoning luxury—they're 
redefining it. The top 20% of brands are accelerating. The 
bottom 75% are falling behind. Chinese challenger brands 
understand why.

● Only 21% of brands are optimistic about China in 
2026—down from already weak 2025 levels

● Yet China remains one of the world's two most important 
consumer markets

● The question isn't whether to be in China—it's how to 
survive what I call the 'K-shaped reckoning'
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THE VALUE SHIFT: 
FROM LOGOS TO LONGEVITY
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The Macro Picture

THE VALUE SHIFT
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● Consumer confidence: 89.6 (Sept 2025)—highest in 3 
years but still below pre-COVID 120+

● The paradox: Confidence rising, but spending shifting 
dramatically

The Old Luxury Equation:

 Status symbols + logo visibility = luxury value

The New Luxury Equation:

● 56.3% of consumers now prioritize "happy spending" 
(emotional satisfaction purchases, up 16.2% from 2024)

● Wellness + experiences + cultural resonance = luxury 
value
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Three Predictions for 2026
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CHINESE CHALLENGER BRANDS 
TO WATCH IN 2026
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● TCM-based skincare focused on 
Reishi mushroom as hero 
ingredient

● Founder trained in France, worked 5 
years at L'Oréal Paris

● Sustainable packaging: refillable 
serums, recycled paper boxes, no 
plastic

● "East Living Room" retail concept 
blending lifestyle and product

● Publishes own lifestyle magazine 
(Gap City) unrelated to beauty

● Positioning: "Gentle yet powerful" - 
educating consumers on TCM 
efficacy
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● Affordable luxury bags designed 
and made in China with unique 
aesthetic

● Draws inspiration from ethnic 
minority cultures and traditional 
Chinese crafts

● Strategic global expansion: Paris 
Fashion Week popups (offline) + 
D2C e-commerce in US

● Smart influencer strategy: bicultural 
celebrities like Alex Chung who 
appeal to both Chinese and 
Western audiences

● Visited by Bernard Arnault (LVMH 
Chairman) during recent China trip

● Price point: ~$150 for quality bags
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● Joint venture combining three 
powerhouses: Huawei (software), 
CATL (battery), Great Wall Motors 
(design)

● Luxury EV with lie-flat business 
class seats and "nap mode" 
feature

● Designed specifically for Chinese 
consumer behaviors (backseat 
passenger experience)

● Starting price: ~$30,000 USD
● Already expanding to Singapore 

and Middle East markets
● Demonstrates deep 

understanding of local user 
experience needs
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● Heritage tracing project: 
collaborated with French 
fragrance house Robertet

● First to extract fragrance oils 
from aged Pu'er tea and 
Cantonese orange peel

● Added Chinese ingredients to 
official international fragrance 
ingredient list (FRAG list)

● Makes Chinese cultural 
elements relevant and 
accessible globally

● Resonates with Chinese 
consumers' cultural pride

● Product innovation that exports 
Chinese culture to global stage
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● Efficiency-focused model: 
minimal store footprint, primarily 
takeout/delivery

● Conquered white-collar urban 
worker segment that Starbucks 
is losing

● Hero product: Coconut Latte 
● Considerably cheaper than 

Starbucks with 30-minute 
delivery

● Expanding to US market
● Thrived after near-collapse, now 

stronger competitor to 
Starbucks in China
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● Cross-category innovation: 
fragrances + agarwood 
jewelry/prayer beads

● Natural brand extension: 
agarwood used in both 
fragrance and traditional 
Buddhist beads

● Believed to ward off evil and 
protect wearer

● Cultural storytelling woven 
throughout product line

● Shanghai flagship offers full 
lifestyle experience

● Bridges luxury fragrance with 
Chinese spiritual/cultural 
traditions
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● Founded by China's first 
generation celebrity makeup artist

● Differentiation through service: 
professionally trained makeup 
artists provide free makeup in 
stores

● Serves underserved consumers 
who can't afford professional 
makeup services

● Built on existing beauty school 
infrastructure and expertise

● Products designed specifically for 
Asian skin tones

● Smart retention strategy: free 
touch-ups before dates, interviews, 
special events
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● Modern Chinese tea brand 
challenging traditional tea culture 
perceptions

● Rooted in Chinese cultural elements 
with contemporary appeal

● Leverages cultural connectivity while 
maintaining modern sophistication

● Example of how Chinese brands are 
elevating traditional categories with 
innovation

● Demonstrates shift from tea being 
seen as "old-fashioned" to culturally 
cool
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Three Imperatives for Brands in China 2026

1. Redefine Your Value Proposition

● Emotional satisfaction > Logo visibility
● Experiences + wellness + cultural resonance = new luxury

2. Learn from Chinese Challenger Brands

● Product innovation at speed (Herbeqst, Two Summer)
● Cultural storytelling that resonates (Documents, Songmont)
● Service differentiation (Mao Geping, Luckin)

3. Accept the New Reality: Fewer Winners, Bigger Gaps

● The 20:80 rule is here to stay
● Top brands will accelerate, bottom 75% will struggle
● Question isn't WHETHER to be in China—it's HOW to be in the top 20%


