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Forget Willy Loman or The Music Man’s Professor
Harold Hill. Huang Wei, China’s livestream shop-
ping queen, really can sell anything. In April, for
instance, Huang, known professionally as Viya,
sold a rocket launch for around 40 million yuan
($5.6 million). That’s nothing compared with her
2019 performance on Singles Day, China’s biggest
shopping event of the year, when she logged more
than 3 billion yuan in sales. That’s more than the
annual gross domestic product of some nations,
including Palau and São Tomé and Príncipe.

The live, online shopping extravaganza the
34-year-old hosts every night for her fans across
China is part variety show, part infomercial, part
group chat. Each evening, Viya’s audience places
orders worth millions of dollars—typically for cos-
metics, appliances, prepared foods, or clothing,
but she’s also moved houses, cars, and that rocket
launch. Last month her audience hit a record
37 million viewers—more than the Game of Thrones
finale, the Oscars, or Sunday Night Football—after

the spread of the coronavirus put most Chinese
people under stay-at-home orders.

Viya’s playbook is one vision of retailing’s
future. Livestream shopping is a natural conflu-
ence of several tech trends—streaming, influenc-
ers, social media, and e-commerce—and offers
companies a new path to consumers’ hearts and
wallets. Tesla Inc., Procter & Gamble Co., and
supermodel-turned-beauty-entrepreneur Miranda
Kerr are among the players that have turned to
Viya for an introduction to the Chinese market.
As the queen of the nation’s $60 billion ecosys-
tem of live online shopping, she earned an esti-
mated 30 million yuan in 2018, according to the
most recent figures from Chinese e-commerce
giant Alibaba Group Holding Ltd.

Brick-and-mortar retailing’s dominance has for
years been eroded by reduced foot traffic and slid-
ing sales thanks to the internet. Now the coronavirus
pandemic and the ensuing economic downturn
have pushed physical store sales off a cliff. Offline,
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◀ Viya in Wuhan in April

● Is Chinese livestreamer Viya, who sold about 
$425 million of goods in a day, retailing’s future?
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nongrocery retail is expected to drop 20% this year, 
according to Forrester Research Inc. And with no 
Covid-19 vaccine in sight, heading to a store to try 
on clothing or test a lipstick at a cosmetics counter 
could lose much of its pre-pandemic appeal. 

That’s where Viya comes in, as the affable, 
trusted shopping go-between for her fans across 
China. “I position myself as someone who helps 
the customer make a decision—I need to think 
about their needs,” Viya says, following a late-night 
show last month. She wore casual black pants and 
a white T-shirt with a Yankees baseball cap and 
long silver earrings—all items that had been for 
sale during that evening’s show. She dresses casu-
ally on purpose, she says, to create intimacy with 
viewers who are most likely in sweatpants or some-
thing equally informal. “Specifically, my ambition is 
to offer everything my fans might need,” she says. 
“Doorbells, carpets, toothbrushes, furniture, mat-
tresses, everything.” 

E-commerce livestreaming, as analysts call it, is 
the latest evolution in a direct-to-consumer mar-
keting chain that’s spanned from infomercial pio-
neer Ron Popeil and the Home Shopping Network 
to Oprah’s Book Club and social media influencer 
Kim Kardashian. Amazon.com Inc. has been 
experimenting with the concept for more than a 
year, most recently teaming up with Heidi Klum 
and Tim Gunn, formerly of the fashion TV series 
Project Runway, for a knockoff, Making the Cut, 
and a retail tie-in that makes the new show’s win-
ning designs immediately available for purchase 
on its site. And Facebook Inc. in May announced 
a partnership with Shopify Inc. to help integrate 
buying on its flagship platform and on Instagram.

But nowhere is the potential of livestream-
ing more apparent than in China, where society’s 
embrace of mobile payments and the widespread 
availability of ultrafast home delivery have made 
it a key tool for both consumers and retailers. 
Western technology isn’t quite there yet, with its 
bramble of offline stores, online markets, social 
media recommendations, payment processors, and 
third-party portals. Alibaba’s technology, on the 
other hand, allows audiences in China to watch a 
livestream, chat with other viewers, and select and 
pay for a product—all at the same time. There’s no 
friction between entertainment and buying, which 
is the whole point.

“I can’t miss Viya’s shows,” says Linda Qu, a 
30-year-old tech worker in Hangzhou. After she 
puts her 4-year-old son to bed, Qu lets Viya’s live-
stream run on her smartphone while she’s doing 
yoga or watching TV on the couch. Nearly every 
show, she clicks to buy something. The FOMO 

keeps her coming back: “What if there’s something 
nice and I didn’t get it?” she asks. “What a loss.” 

That’s the clincher for companies desperate to 
impress China’s growing middle class. The country 
powered one-third of global consumption growth 
from 2010 to 2017, according to a McKinsey Global 
Institute report. And over the next 10 years, the 
growth in Chinese consumption is expected to equal 
that of the U.S. and Western Europe combined. 

Customers used to move slowly down the path 
from awareness to interest to purchase to—ideally—
loyalty, says Helen Lu, spokeswoman for the 
Greater China division of consumer-products giant 
Procter & Gamble, which is also the world’s largest 
advertiser. “Working with the top livestreamers 
like Viya, the process gets much shorter,” she says. 
“Driven by trust for these leading influencers, 
consumers could leap from knowing nothing about 
a brand to purchasing and even forming loyalty 
very rapidly, sometimes within a matter of days.”

Most nights, Viya streams from a small stu-
dio in her headquarters, a 10-story warehouse in 
the Chinese tech hub of Hangzhou. The show rep-
resents only a sliver of her 500-person enterprise, 
called Qianxun Group; it includes talent manage-
ment for dozens of other livestreamers, retail ser-
vices, and supply chain management. Future plans 
include multimedia, consulting, and ad agency-type 
work for brands that want access to Viya’s huge 
audience. The company aims to raise money from 
investors this month, take on a strategic partner by 
the end of the year, and go public by 2025. 

“This year is the turning point for this
 industry—I said so even before the coronavirus
pandemic,” says Qianxun Chief Executive Officer
Alves Huang, who’s better known as Aoli. He’s also
Viya’s stepbrother; her husband is the company
chairman. “But the pandemic has pushed many
offline retailers online, and with many well-known
people getting into the game, there’s huge atten-
tion from everywhere.” 

A blend of performance and sales, livestream-
ing suits Viya. When her show traveled to Wuhan
this spring to promote products from the virus-torn
city, she dug into local delicacies such as crayfish
and duck neck with relish. She raved about the fla-
vor while answering real-time viewer questions,
like whether delivery is free to far-west cities or 
how spicy a given snack was. 

And, of course, everything is available at a 
deep discount, as long as it lasts. The link to buy 
a product isn’t released until after Viya’s done 
pitching and counts down: “5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” If a par-
ticularly popular deal runs out, she sometimes 
pleads with her off-camera producers on behalf 

Kuaizhou-1A rocket 
launch

$5.6m

4,180 of SAIC Motor’s 
Roewe RX5 Plus 
SUVs presold within 
30 seconds, each

$17k

� Items Viya has sold 
on liv tvestreams

853 vouchers to buy 
Hangzhou apartments, 
each

$337k

1,750 Dongfeng SUVs 
presold within seven 
minutes, each

$14k
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● Health fears and travel restrictions cause
more globe-hopping workers to head home

Covid-19 Chills the
Allure of Expat Life

Stuck in an apartment with a toddler and a newborn
wasn’t Australian Nikki Martin’s dream of the exotic
expat life. Like many in Singapore in late January,
she was watching anxiously as daily coronavirus
case numbers climbed. After seven years working
in the city-state, and in the United Arab Emirates
before that, there was a small window to leave,
and she took it. “I packed a few suitcases, and that
was it,” says the 37-year-old marketing executive.
“Within 36 hours we were on a plane.”

Martin is one of a growing number of expats
across Asia and beyond pulling up stakes and
returning home. All too quickly, the coronavirus
has taken the sheen off many elements of expat
life. Gone are the weekend trips to Bali and care-
free getaways to Phuket. Grandparents and parents
suddenly seem very far away, and the fear of being
confined in a country where the local language
may be foreign and governments more prepared
to help their own citizens than globe-hopping con-
tract workers is real.

While figures are hard to come by, signs of an
expat shift are starting to emerge. Of the 42,800
New Zealand citizens who returned from living
abroad in the year ended on March 31, almost half
arrived in the previous three months, according to
the country’s statistics agency.

Ella Sherman, an executive sales director at
Knight Frank in Singapore who specializes in expat
housing searches, says she’s hearing of “two to
three people a day” leaving. “A lot want to be closer
to home, to parents and family, but also some are

of her audience to release more. It’s an honest
question—the team is keeping track of inventory
and sales in real time—and a heck of a tactic.

“The perception of scarcity is a powerful psy-
chological tool to get people to act fast, which
leads to impulse buying,” says Andy Yap, a
social psychologist at Insead business school in
Singapore. “In a livestream it’s even more intense,
because the time is shorter and there are a lot
of other viewers who may be potential buyers.
People feel more urgency.”

Alibaba’s technology, meanwhile, makes buy-
ing really easy. Viewers need a login to watch on
Taobao, the company’s online marketplace, which
means their shipping address and payment infor-
mation are already stored. Viya uses the platform’s
lottery feature for giveaways throughout the show,
and that gets the audience engaged with their
phone, primed to click. When a shopper chooses
a product, the broadcast window gets smaller but
never disappears. The transaction ends, and the
window grows again. There’s Viya, still talking,
hyping the next deal.

Whether livestream shopping will catch on out-
side China could depend in part on the ability of
Amazon, Facebook, and other companies to inte-
grate their entertainment offerings with shopping
and payments. Currently, you might learn about a
product on Instagram, but you can’t buy it there,
says Benedict Evans, an independent technology
analyst. Meanwhile, Amazon has the opposite
problem: It’s great at selling things, but only if you
already know what you want.

In China, users spend a lot more time inside
what are known as “superapps.” Alibaba’s infra-
structure powers shopping sites Taobao and Tmall;
the banking and credit affiliates Ant Financial,
Alipay, and Sesame Credit; and the logistics arm
Cainiao, which handles shipping and returns. So
all aspects of shopping occur as a seamless experi-
ence. “You have to have an environment to culti-
vate a habit,” Viya says.

Still, for product manufacturers, this mode of 
selling can have downsides. To bolster their own 
credibility, livestreamers demand deep discounts 
and generous add-ons from the brands they work 
with. And being featured by a livestreamer—even 
one as popular as Viya—is no guarantee a brand 
will capture consumers’ hearts for the long term. 
Roger Huang, China CEO for Saville & Quinn, a 
U.K. skin-care company, says fewer than 10% of his 
customers who purchase products via livestreams 
become repeat buyers, compared with 40% of 
customers who come directly through Tmall’s 
e-commerce site. “It’s just one wave, and then it’s 

over. They’re Viya’s fans, and they follow her call,” 
he says, echoing an age-old concern of companies 
eager to leverage a star’s power on their behalf—
and a reason why some won’t rely on them totally. 
“Livestreaming is very effective,” Huang says, “but 
we can’t get addicted.” �Jinshan Hong, Chunying 
Zhang, Allen Wan, and Janet Paskin

THE BOTTOM LINE   Chinese influencer Viya boasts as many as 
37 million free-spending viewers for her livestream shopping show. 
Brands see her as a key way to reach middle-class consumers.

“Where people 
see stability 
is where they 
want to be 
based”


