
the 15-day holiday more frequently
takes place out of the home. “These
days, families often meet in restau-
rants,” he says. “And more people
take advantage of the time off to go
on vacations.”

The holiday remains a focal point
for Canada’s Chinese communities,
and the many related public festivities
attract large audiences, says Meghna
Srinivas, who heads the multicultural
practice at advertising agency Mac-
Laren McCann Cultura.

Businesses that get involved in com-
munity events can earn their clients’
appreciation, says Ms. Srinivas. “When-
ever you show community members
that you’re with them, they appreciate
it,” she explains, adding that Chinese
New Year presents an opportunity for
brands to “leverage the holiday, its
traditions and the seasonal shopping
spirit.”

Marketing research by Environics
points to a higher brand recall for busi-
nesses that participate in Chinese New
Year celebrations, says Ms. Srinivas.
Eighty per cent of Chinese customers
remember seeing targeted advertising
during the holiday, and more than 40
per cent say they feel closer to Cana-
dian companies that advertise with a
message in their language.

Chinese New Year, WeChat developed
the capability of sending a red envelope
to individuals or to groups of people.
This practice was widely adopted –
people created contests among their
colleagues and their friends around
red envelopes. Companies were also
using this service to say thank you to
their customers.

Chinese New Year is also a time for
reflection and renewal. What are last
year’s highlights, and what’s ahead?
Last year, we were pleased to see
more Canadian engagement in China,
particularly with the visits of the Prime
Minister and some of the premiers.
There’s a long list of outcomes that
our governments are following up on.
For companies that are trying to do
more business with China, 2014 was
very successful in terms of creating a
supportive environment.

China just continues to grow – it
currently contributes almost a quarter
of the GDP growth in the world. Op-
portunities for the coming year are for
companies to further their understand-
ing of China, to evaluate their channels
of distribution and look at China as a
market.

Chinese New Year

Embracing diversity and helping new
Canadians realize their potential

Holiday closures and travels
impact businesses in China
Q&A with Sarah Kutulakos, Executive Director,
Canada China Business Council

U niting Chinese communities
across the globe in a celebration
of cultural identity, Chinese New

Year is an auspicious time to exchange
best wishes for the year ahead. It
also offers unique opportunities for
businesses to engage with Chinese
audiences.

Like many festivities in Chinese com-
munities, the 2015 Chinese New Year
celebrations that start on February 19
involve large family reunions, special
foods and symbolic traditions.

Robert Hung Ngai Ho, who grew up in
Hong Kong, remembers the celebration
as an elaborate affair. There was a big
dinner on New Year’s Eve or the day
before, and families would pay respect
to their ancestors and receive blessings.
He says the streets were filled with the
sound of firecrackers set off to scare
away evil spirits.

On New Year’s Day, relatives visited
each other’s homes to exchange best
wishes for good health, prosperity and
peace. For children, the highlight was
receiving hongbao – “lucky money”
stuffed into little red envelopes, and
Mr. Ho recalls exchanging tips with his
cousins on which grand-uncle was the
most generous.

He notes that some traditions have
shifted. The socializing that dominates

C licking on a scroll conjures up a
bouncy brush-paint animation of
a goat that takes the viewer on

a tour of Chinese New Year festivities.
The beautifully produced video clip is
part of the Royal Bank of Canada’s e-
card that conveys best wishes for the
year ahead. Christine Shisler, RBC’s
director of client strategies, sees it
not only as an acknowledgment of
the important holiday, but also as a
gesture of appreciation for clients and
staff of Chinese heritage.

The Chinese New Year celebration
is something the whole organization
gets behind, says Ms. Shisler. “We
have exciting things planned. The
individual branches will be decorated
and, in addition to the e-greeting card,
we have in-branch signage as well as
celebratory advertising and collateral.”

The celebration is an example of how
RBC embraces multiculturalism, Ms.
Shisler explains. In a country where
population growth is driven by immi-
gration, it’s an ethical responsibility to
make sure everyone is included. But it’s
not only the right thing to do, it also
makes good business sense, says Ms.
Shisler. Immigration not only increases
the pool of talent from a recruitment
perspective, it also brings potential
customers.

Ms. Shisler has no doubt that immi-
grants make an important contribution
to our society. For the last three years,
she’s been involved in the annual RBC
Top 25 Canadian Immigrant Awards.
“The awards celebrate the cultural,
economic and social contributions of
immigrants,” she explains. “Looking
at the examples of nominees and
winners, you realize what kind of
impact one individual can have – it
is inspiring.”

In order to help newcomers realize
their potential, RBC aims to improve
programs and services that can help
meet their needs, says Ms. Shisler,
who is responsible for the newcomer
segment. Last year, for example, one
of the biggest issues that came to
the bank’s attention related to clients
without a credit history.

“We’ve made improvements to make
it possible for newcomers to get their
first credit card, their first car loan or
their first mortgage, even when they
don’t have a credit history,” says Ms.
Shisler, adding that “experts who are
qualified to give sound advice and have
a good understanding of all available
financial solutions” are part of what
sets RBC apart.

Client feedback has been very posi-
tive, she says. “When you come to a

What should Canadians – and Cana-
dian businesses – know about Chinese
New Year?
It’s the most important holiday in places
like China, Taiwan and Hong Kong, and
the lunar new year is also celebrated
in Vietnam and some other countries.
Just as everything stops for us around
Christmas, in China, everything stops
for Chinese New Year. It’s a very family-
oriented holiday, and people who work
elsewhere through the year will take
this time to go home and visit family.
Most companies use the opportunity
to celebrate with their employees, for
example hosting parties with games,
contests and gifts.

How does the statutory holiday affect
businesses?
In China, people officially get five days
off, and it’s usually combined with
weekends, but some businesses close
for longer. Since many migrant workers
have to travel far to get home, they
plan to stay an extended time. In highly
labour-intensive factory situations, it
sometimes happens that people don’t
come back after the holiday, so there’s
a lot of recruiting going on. Companies
doing business in or with China, espe-
cially if they are planning a trip or event
not long after the holiday, should know
that it can be hard to reach people in
a timely manner. And if somebody is
working in China and has that week
off, it’s very difficult to get anywhere
because hundreds of millions of people
travel at the same time.

What is an example of a business build-
ing on Chinese New Year traditions?
One of the traditions of Chinese New
Year is to give red envelopes full of
money to children. This concept was
incorporated into a popular online ser-
vice called WeChat. Last year, just before

“Since the holiday marks fresh begin-
nings, this is a time when shoppers
traditionally buy new clothes and
shoes,” she says, adding that research
shows that 87 per cent of Chinese
consumers made special shopping
trips during this period.

However, while Chinese New Year is
a good time to engage with customers,
building relationships in the multicul-
tural market needs to be a sustained
effort, explains Ms. Srinivas. “If the
holiday greeting is just a ‘one off,’ it
doesn’t benefit the brand.

“MacLaren McCann Cultura’s focus
group research indicates that compa-
nies that participate in Chinese New
Year celebrations elicit an emotional
and somewhat nostalgic response from
Chinese audiences,” says Ms. Srinivas.

This deep connection to cultural
heritage is also evident in the wide
support for public events celebrating
the holiday, says Mr. Ho, who is in-
volved in the Vancouver Society for the
Promotion of Chinese Art and Culture
as well as the Vancouver Chinatown
Foundation.

Metro Vancouver – a city where
people of Chinese background repre-
sent 17 per cent of the total population
– boasts a wide range of festivities. A
highlight is the parade in Chinatown
that features 3,000 performers, includ-
ing 50 lion dance teams, marching

bands and more. Tens of thousands
of spectators are proof of the event’s
appeal.

Mr. Ho has also noticed growing
interest in Chinese culture, such as
music, dance and visual arts. This is
something he welcomes and actively
promotes through the Robert H. N. Ho
Family Foundation, which he founded
in 2005 to “foster the appreciation of
Chinese cultural heritage and the ap-
plication of Buddhist insights.”

The foundation recently sponsored
The Forbidden City: Inside the Court
of China’s Emperors – an exhibition
curated by the Royal Ontario Museum
that enjoyed popular runs in Toronto
and Vancouver.

The inspiration for this work, as well
as Mr. Ho’s many other philanthropic
efforts, came from his grandparents,
Sir Robert Ho Tung and Lady Clara Ho
Tung, who are also the source of his
fond childhood memories of Chinese
New Year celebrations. Says Mr. Ho,
“We have a family motto that started
with my grandfather: ‘Before you
receive, you must learn how to give.’”

new country, there are many things
to take care of, such as looking for
employment, finding a school for
your kids, finding a home. Banking
and financial solutions aren’t things
people want to spend a lot of time on.”

She considers it a “big win” that new
Canadians say the bank has helped to
reduce stress by providing advice and
solutions that allow them to settle
more easily.

In addition to customer-specific
advice, RBC offers financial literacy
workshops for newcomers, such as
understanding credit in Canada and
investing for the first time.

Part of RBC’s strategy is paying at-
tention to branch staffing to ensure
clients can be served in the languages
they are most comfortable with. “Ser-
vice is available over the phone and
in branches in over 200 different
languages,” says Ms. Shisler. “That’s
something we are proud of.”

Offering custom advice in preferred
languages shows a commitment to
partnering with the client, she says.
“It’s not just about one transactional
process – it’s about building a rela-
tionship and helping clients meet
their goals.”
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Images of Chinese New Year celebrations are part of the popular holiday
greetings video RBC sends to clients and staff. SUPPLIED

Companies doing business in and
with China need to know how the
holiday impacts scheduling, says
Sarah Kutulakos. SUPPLIED
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“We’ve made improve-
ments to make it possible
for newcomers to get
their first credit card, their
first car loan or their first
mortgage, even when
they don’t have a credit
history.”

Christine Shisler
is RBC’s director of client strategies

“Since the holiday marks
fresh beginnings, this is
a time when shoppers
traditionally buy new
clothes and shoes.”

Meghna Srinivas
heads the multicultural practice at
MacLaren McCann Cultura
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The 2015 Chinese New Year heralds the arrival of the Year of the Goat, with
community members participating in public events, such as Vancouver’s
Chinatown parade. LEFT, SUPPLIED; ABOVE, ISTOCKPHOTO.COM




