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Earlier this year, COVID-19 inflicted a heavy toll on local restaurants
as they were required to implement social distancing measures
as part of the government’s anti-epidemic measures to reduce the
risk of cluster infection. Tai Hing Group (HKSE: 6811), however, has
remained resilient in the face of COVID-19 this year and last year's
social unrest. According to JoJo Chan, the company’s executive
director, brand diversification strategy and flexible crisis management
are among the key success factors that drive exceptional performance
in challenging times.

Tai Hing Group was established in 1989 as a Hong Kong-style siu-mei
(barbecue) restaurant. Since then it has grown in strength to become
a diversified casual dining group with 11 brands and more than 200
branches across Hong Kong, the mainland, Macau and Taiwan. Tai
Hing's IPO last year coincided with its 30th anniversary, which marked
the company’s milestone in Hong Kong's evolving food culture.

As with many other catering and retail companies, Tai Hing was
inevitably affected by the social unrest. “The first thing we considered
was the safety of our customers and employees. Restaurant managers
were given the flexibility to close early and allow employees to leave
work early. | feel so blessed that we turned out just fine,” says Ms
Chan.

In early 2020, COVID-19 began to spread, which took a heavy toll on
the already fragile economy. “Earlier last year, Tai Hing established
an inter-departmental emergency management task force, pulling
together the heads of operations, procurement, human resources and
finance departments, to make decisions on daily emergencies. The
team is responsible for formulating contingency measures, policies,
procedures and codes, etc.”

Due to the pandemic, catering operators are required to comply with
a series of anti-epidemic control requirements. “In the early months
of the outbreak, we
purchased necessary
supplies like masks,
thermometers and
card stocks for
separating seats in
advance of these
measures becoming
a requirement.
Immediately after the
announcement of
anti-epidemic control
requirements, we
were able to put our
preparation into practice
and therefore follow
the safety guidelines
smoothly. Things were
still done in a rush, but
the implementation was
smooth thanks to our
early preparation.”
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Tai Hing's brand diversification strategy
has certainly paid off during these
tough times. In 2017, the company
introduced the “"Men Wah Bing
Teng” restaurant brand, which gained
popularity for its unique old-Hong
Kong fast-food concept. Following its
initial success, the company opened
the mainland’s first Men Wah Bing
Teng in Guangzhou in 2019 and now
operates over 30 Men Wah Bing Teng
restaurants in Hong Kong and the
mainland. Men Wah Bing Teng is the
group’s fastest-growing restaurant
brand in terms of store openings with
the shortest payback period and the
highest seat turnover rate. Other brands
that have performed well include casual
dining restaurant “TeaWood Taiwanese
Cafe & Restaurant”, “Ph& L&" that serves Vietnamese beef noodles,
and “Trusty Congee King”.

“Tai Hing will continue to adopt a brand diversification strategy
comprised of a range of brands, menu choices and Asian cuisines,
all at affordable prices. We can do this because we have achieved
an economy of scale. We are more cost-effective and efficient in
operations. And compared with other fast-food chains, though our
prices are slightly higher, we offer more menu choices and our tables
have waiter or waitress service. These are the things that differentiate us
from others and help us gain a loyal customer base,” explains Ms Chan.

Tai Hing adopts the “5S management system” (structure,
systematise, sanitise, standardise and self-discipline) in its day-to-
day operations in Hong Kong and the mainland. For example,
the company purchases ingredients centrally, implements
standardised food processing and has deployed automatic food
processing systems in kitchens, such as automated woks and
milk tea machines. These operational capabilities help improve
kitchen efficiency and safety. This safer, more comfortable working
environment has the added benefit of improving employee loyalty.

“Although the Hong Kong market accounts for about 80 per cent
of the group’s revenue, we'll continue to explore opportunities in
the mainland and Southeast Asia. With a local management team,
we have over 15 years of experience in running multiple restaurant
brands in Mainland China that whet the appetite and eating habits of
mainland diners.”

"Besides Hong Kong and the mainland, Southeast Asia countries have
a lot of similarities in food culture, or what we call the ‘chopstick food
culture’. From time to time we look for partnership opportunities to
introduce Southeast Asian restaurant brands to Hong Kong. One of
the successful examples is Ph& Lé that we brought from Vietnam. We
also operated a Tai Hing restaurant at the Singapore airport and have
opened Tai Hing branches in Macau and Taiwan. Once we identify
suitable restaurant brands in Southeast Asia, we explore partnership
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opportunities with their local
owners. Meanwhile, we also look
for opportunities to introduce our
restaurant brands in Southeast
Asia markets. We strive to deliver
shareholder value through
growth.”

During the pandemic, most
people would choose to buy
takeaways or use delivery services,
which gave rise to third-party
online food delivery platforms.
“We are now partnering with
major food delivery platforms in
Mainland China and Hong Kong
to maximise our restaurants’
online exposure. We have also
developed our own takeaway
online platform to encourage customers to pick up their orders from
restaurants. The system enables the company to analyse customer
and sales data to identify market trends and adjust menus and
marketing strategies in a timely manner.”

“As a member of society and a corporate citizen, Tai Hing pays
more attention to social responsibility and corporate governance.
Our volunteer team actively participate in tree-planting and beach
cleaning activities, and visit elderly centres from time to time. We
have also supported Youth Outreach in developing services for at-
risk youths. On sustainability, we have started procuring eco-friendly
packaging and catering disposables.”

In May this year, the government provided subsidies to eligible
restaurants to keep their staff employed during the COVID-19
downturn. Rents however remain the biggest cashflow pressure.
“Some landlords did offer substantial rental concessions, but some
were reluctant. Some small businesses, renting only one space in one
location, may be left with no option but to shut down. We hope that
landlords will see the long-term benefits of helping restaurants survive
through this difficult time.”

Chan admitted that after the company’s listing, Board members
needed to gain more expertise in corporate governance, compliance,
investor relations and social responsibility. By joining The Chamber
of Hong Kong Listed Companies as member, Tai Hing has supported
and participated in a number of activities organised by the Chamber.
“The CHKLC membership allows us to share knowledge and explore
partnership opportunities with other listed companies and industry
players,” says Ms Chan.

Jimmy Chow
Journalist
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