
If you live in Asia, you’d probably be familiar with Yakult, a milky probiotic 
Japanese beverage that comes in flavours such as peach, apple, grape, 
and natural. It was created in the 1930’s to fight cholera and dysentery. 
Now, an estimated 39 million Yakult products are sold every day, of 
which 30 million are consumed outside Japan. Across the East China 
Sea in 221 BC, “The Tea of Immortality” began to make its way into 
writings. Now simply known as Kombucha, this probiotic drink is the 
result of fermenting tea and sugar with the kombucha culture, which is 
essentially a symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeast. Flash forward to 
today, and we’ll see that probiotics have found their way from dairy to 
dietary supplements, beverages, snacks, and even cosmetics. 
 
So what are probiotics?
The concept behind probiotics was introduced in the early 20th century, 
when Nobel laureate Elie Metchnikoff, or the “father of probiotics,” 
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proposed that consuming beneficial microorganisms could improve 
peoples’ health. Researchers investigated this idea, and the term 
“probiotics”—meaning “for life”—eventually came into use.

Probiotics are live microorganisms with health benefits. When ingested, 
probiotics provide our guts with healthy bacteria, which can aid digestion, 
and reduce inflammation. Furthermore, probiotic therapy is growing in 
popularity for its treatment of lactose intolerance and lipid metabolism. 
It is also known to benefit our immune system, cognitive functions and 
skin health.

According to the International Probiotics Association’s (IPA) Executive 
Director, George Paraskevakos, the total global probiotic market was 
worth US$42.5 billion in 2018. Whilst APAC’s share was $17.5 billion, 
$8.3 billion—almost 50% of it—came directly from China(1). Driven by 
growing clinical evidence supporting the effectiveness of probiotics 
in general health maintenance, the global market for probiotics is 
projected to exceed US$63 billion by 2022. This is due to growing 
consumer awareness of probiotics benefits that extend beyond gut and 
digestive health. The Chinese, over recent years, have been turning to 
probiotics after having long relied on herbal teas, yoghurt, vegetables, 
and other fermented products to maintain their dietary health.

The Chinese probiotic industry has been monopolised by Western 
companies for a long time. However, the country’s burgeoning market 
has seen the growth of local businesses that are rising to the challenge, 
facing off against giants like Nestlé, Danone, and Yakult(2).

Enterprises like China-Biotics and Beijing Scitop BioTech Co. have 
invested heavily in research and development, with the latter having 
recently built the largest library of probiotics in China(3). 

The success is not simply kept within the country’s borders either. The 
Tianjin Goubuli Group Corp, a 100-year old company famous for its 
flavoured steamed buns, has acquired majority stake of an Australian 
bioscience company. It will open  a probiotics plant in Queensland 
capable of producing 35 metric tons, or RMB500 million worth, of 
concentrated probiotics, such as lactobacillus acidophilus, annually(4).
As their quest for better gut and intestinal health moved from 
traditional medicine and herbs to teas, China is now poised to look for 
similar benefits from innovative food and beverages…even in the most 
unexpected categories.

In October 2018, Besunyen launched their new multi-probiotic powdered 
beverage sachets for adults and kids, each containing multiple strains of 
probiotic bacteria, including Kerry’s GanedenBC 30(5). April 2019 gave us 
Biobor’s Active Probiotics peach flavoured gummies, which are exactly 
what their name says they are, in a 45g resealable pouch(6). A Lumina 
Intelligence report went on to describe Yanyinyin’s Kombucha and Leli’s 
Probiotics for Allergies as the highest-rated probiotics products last 
November, with VT Cosmetics’ Probiotics Mask as the most reviewed(7). 

 
So does this mean there is growth? 
Most definitely, especially since these products are available on various 
e-commerce sites. And reviews on e-commerce sites are taken very 
seriously by Chinese consumers.

Another good giveaway that probiotics are on the rise is the organising 
of the first-ever annual “Probiotics China” Forum, to be held in Shanghai 
on June 18, 2019. The event will be hosted by the China Health Products 
Association (HPA), IPA, FoodMate, and the China Chamber of Commerce. 
The Forum aims to provide resources and information to assist foreign 
companies entering the Chinese market, whilst helping local companies 
source quality raw materials outside the country, by serving as a platform 
that connects domestic and international probiotic manufacturers, end-
user companies, and other service providers(8). According to China HPA, 
China’s probiotics industry is developing extremely rapidly. In 2010, the 
market size of China’s probiotics products was about RMB 22.2 billion 
and it rose to RMB 55.3 billion yuan in 2017, with an annual growth rate 
of 17%. If this growth rate is maintained, it is expected to reach a scale 
of RMB 142 billion in 2023.

From our analysis, the trend is poised for growth and we expect 
an increase in interest and sales in probiotic products across most 
categories. Unsurprising news, since health awareness is also on 
the rise across all demographics in China. This is further supported 
by the fact that historically, healthy and balanced eating has always 
been at the heart of the Chinese consumer. The Chinese see health 
and wellbeing as a holistic system that ensures harmony within the 
self and the universe. This balance, achieved by acknowledging one’s 
individuality and protecting one’s energy, is probably best illustrated by 
the two corresponding halves of Yin and Yang.

Balance is central to life. It is used to explain cosmic cycles, interactions 
between internal organs, the succession of political regimes, and 
properties of medicinal drugs. From Feng Shui to astrology, Chinese 
medicine to military strategy, music to martial arts, it is this concept of 
balance that influences thought and action.
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Probiotics for new product 
concept development
Keeping up with what’s on trend locally and 
worldwide is what makes innovation at TSI an 
effectively rapid process. 

Find out how we conducted semiotic 
research, conceptualised, ideated 
prototypes, tested and developed a 
range probiotic concept products – all 
in three weeks, for a large soda brand 
in China.
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Evelyn’s experience with agency-side design and branding, as well as an MBA, means 
she can straddle the creative and commercials divide. 

Her academic background in business operations within an Agile and Lean environ-
ment complements the practitioner in her, who has lead teams of designers, and 
project manage clients. She is the best person to lead rapid prototyping, co-creation 
workshops, whilst perusing design thinking methodology. 
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