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new trends among young 
Chinese Consumers 

Qiu Jing and Lin ruiming

China is forecast to become the world’s second-
largest consumer market by 2015, with enough 
purchasing power to buy 14 percent of the 
world’s products. This consumer market pro-
vides vast opportunities for both global firms 
and domestic companies. Businesses that want 
to gain a foothold in China thus need to pay 
close attention to emerging trends that will set 
the pace for China’s future consumption. Chi-
na’s young consumers in particular are coming 
into their own as leading buyers in Chinese so-
ciety. 

wHo Are CHinA’s 
“younG Consumers”?

We categorize three groups of people as young 

1  “Emerging adults” refers to adults who may not yet have completed all the typical milestones of adulthood, including completing 
education, beginning a career, establishing a home, getting married, and having children, etc. “Full adults” are more likely to have 
completed most, or all of these milestones.

consumers in China: those aged 10-19 (Adoles-
cents), those aged 20-29 (Emerging Adults), and 
those aged 30-39 (Full Adults) respectively.1

China’s consumers can also be categorized by 
their decade of birth. Hence, people born be-
tween 1970 and 1979 are the “Post-70s genera-
tion,” those born between 1980 and 1989 are 
the “Post-80s generation,” and those born be-
tween 1990 and 1999 are the “Post-90s genera-
tion.” Since we are now well into the 2010s, the 
Post-90s generation is currently 10-19 years old, 
marking them as Adolescents, while the Post-
80s generation is aged 20-29, and are Emerging 
Adults. The Post-70s generation aged 30-39, on 
the other hand, are Full Adults. Each cohort 
has grown up under different circumstances in 
China’s recent past, and has different priorities 

|Figure 1  Share of Total Population by Age Group, 2003-2011
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China is forecast to 
become the world’s 
second largest consumer 
market by 2015, with 
enough purchasing power 
to buy 14 percent of the 
world’s products.

in consumption 

In this article, we study the consumption trends 
of young Chinese consumers by focusing on the 
consumption traits of the Post-90s generation 
(i.e. adolescents aged 10-19) and compare them 
with the Post-80s and Post-70s generations. In 
the next 10 years, the Post-90s generation will 
become Emerging Adults (aged 20-29), and will 
set the trend for young consumers up to 2020.

How mAny “younGer 
Consumers” Are tHere AnD 
wHere Are tHey GoinG?

We found that the share of Adolescents (aged 
10-19) in the total population decreased from 
17.1 percent in 2003 to 12.5 percent in 2011, while 
the share for Emerging Adults (aged 20-29) in-
creased from 12-14 percent before 2006, to 17.3 
percent in 2011. At the same time, the share for 
Full Adults (aged 30-39) decreased from 19.3 
percent in 2003 to 15.6 percent in 2011.

This largely confirms the evolution of demo-
graphic trends in China. After China officially 
adopted its “Population Control Policy” in the 

|Figure 2  Birth Rates (%) in China, 1970-2000
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2  “Little emperors” refers to the phenomenon where parents lavish resources and attention on a single child, as a result of the one-child 
policy.

1970s, the birth rate plunged from 33.4 percent 
in 1970 to 18.3 percent in 1978. Thereafter it re-
mained relatively steady during the 1980s (be-
tween 18 percent-24 percent), with 1987 (23.3 
percent) being the peak of the decade. In the 
1990s, China’s birth rate decreased again from 
19.6 percent in 1991 to 14.0 percent in 2000. 

The Post-90s generation (Adolescents) is less nu-
merous than the Post-80s generation (Emerging 
Adults), and both of these are smaller than the 
Post-70s generation (Full Adults). This means 
that the combined age group of people aged 
10-29 will continue to decrease, resulting in a 
smaller young consumer population from 2010 
to 2020.

Another notable fact is the skewed male-to-
female ratio among younger people. Unlike 
Emerging Adults (aged 20-29) and Full Adults 
(aged 30-39) which both have more females than 
males (M/F ratio < 1), Adolescents (aged 10-19) 
have a larger number of males. This means that 

|Figure 3  Male/Female Ratio by Age Group, 2003-2011
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the Post-90s generation has far more boys than 
girls, and that the young consumer population 
in China will be male dominated from 2010 to 
2020.

Key FACtors For 
younG Consumers

more Family wealth

While both the Post-80s and Post-90s genera-
tion are mostly only children and hence the “lit-
tle emperors”2 of their family, they differ sub-
stantially from each other in terms of parental/
family wealth accumulation. To sum up, the 
Post-90s generation has brighter financial pros-
pects and a larger expenditure budget than the 
Post-80s generation due to their parents’ higher 
accumulation of family wealth. In other words, 
as the younger generation gradually replaces 
the older generation to become the mainstream 
of Emerging Adults in China from 2010 to 2020, 
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Chinese young consumers will on average be 
able to spend more.

natural-Born netizens & “otaku”

China entered the Internet Age in the late 1990s 

3  “Property slaves” refer to those who accumulated massive debt and relied on high financial leverage to purchase real estate.
4  “Weibo” refers to microblogging services based in China.

Parents of the Post-80s generation Parents of the Post-90s generation

generational identity Post-50s, or born in the 1950s Post-60s, or born in the 1960s

Education Deprived of formal high-school or college education 
during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976)

Able to complete college (or at least high school) 
education as the Cultural Revolution and its social 
disruptions had dissipated by the time they reached 
adolescence

career Due to lack of education and skills, many had no choice 
but to become low-income workers. Many were laid off 
and forced into early retirement in the late 1990s when 
China put forward SOe restructuring and reforms

They became the first-generation beneficiaries of 
China’s “Reform and Opening-up” Policy due to 
emerging market opportunities when they first joined 
the labor force

Wealth accumulation 
and financial 
relationships with their 
children

Not having accumulated much family wealth, and with 
at best minimal pension funds, they cannot provide 
much financial help to their Post-80s children, who face 
soaring property prices and living costs after graduation 
in the 2000s. Many rely on their children financially

Many were able to purchase housing before property 
prices in China skyrocketed in the 2000s. Many actu-
ally benefited from soaring property prices as their 
homes rendered huge capital gains. Instead of acting 
as a financial burden, this generation serves as a huge 
financial resource

Influence on their 
children’s consumption 
budget

The Post-80s generation have become “property 

slaves”3 due to their stringent budget constraints on 
spending and consumption 

The Post-90s generation has not yet entered society, 
but may not need to buy property in the future. They 
have brighter financial prospects and a larger expendi-
ture budget than the Post-80s generation

|Table 1   Comparisons of Parents of the Post-80s and Post-90s Generations

and early 2000s, when the eldest Post-90s chil-
dren were still in primary school. Unlike the 
Post-80s generation who needed time to learn 
and transition to an online world, the Post-
90s generation grew up with the Internet from 
birth, making them “natural-born netizens.” 

|Table 2   Internet Use in China for Those under 35

age 12-18
teenagers

19-25
university students

26-35
young Professionals

26-35
young seekers

Basics Grew up with the Internet Grew up with the Internet educated and middle class Lower education and income

motives Fun and learning
Maintaining social 
connections

Making work, life and 
play easier

excitement and achievement

usage Videos and instant 
messaging (IM) 
Willing to try new activities

Videos, IM, and weibo4 Wide usage across the board Videos, games, IM, and 
e-commerce

Source: BCG 2011 survey of 2,000 consumers from first- to fourth-tier cities and rural areas.
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The Post-90s generation has also been quick-
er to embrace the mobile Internet, as demon-
strated by their longer online usage of mobile 
phones.

Furthermore, since both these generations lack 
siblings and have fewer neighborhood peers to 
socialize with (both urban and rural communi-
ties in China have changed massively compared 
to the last century), many among the Post-90s 
generation would rather stay at home than en-
gage in outdoor activities. This has given rise 
to the labeling of the Post-90s generation as an 
“otaku” generation.5 This generation’s online 
background, moreover, has caused it to trust so-
cial networking sites (SNS) and weibo above oth-
er sources of information.

Higher Legacy of urbanization

The Post-90s generation was also born and 
raised in an environment of accelerating urban-
ization after the mid-90s, as shown in the figure 
below. The older generation of peasant work-
ers (i.e., the rural Post-60s and Post-70s genera-
tion) gave birth to new urban children (the Post-
90s and Post-00s generation) in large cities, while 
younger-generation peasant workers themselves 
(i.e., the rural Post-90s generation) have them-
selves poured into the cities to seek opportunity. 
Accordingly, in contrast to many rural Post-80s 
children, the Post-90s generation has had access 
to urban amenities nearly from birth. This back-
ground has had a significant impact on their so-
cial identities and consumption tendencies.

5  “Otaku” is a Japanese word that refers to persons who maintain an obsessive, often solitary interest in hobbies like animation, comics, 
video games, or electronics.

|Table 3   Mobile Internet Use of the Post-80s and Post-90s Generations

Source: GroupM Knowledge & Campus Marketing Institute (CMI) 2010 survey.

Post-80s generation Post-90s generation

share of population using mobile phones to access the Internet 34% 39%

average online duration of mobile phone use 49 minutes 57 minutes

|Figure 4  Perceptions of “Post-90s” College Students on Various Internet Applications 

Source: GroupM Knowledge & Campus Marketing Institute (CMI) 2010 survey.
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The foregoing figure depicts the environment 
and background wherein young Chinese con-
sumers have grown up. China’s opening to the 
outside world 30 years ago has given young 
Chinese vastly more opportunities than their 
predecessors to broaden their horizons and be-
come exposed to different cultures. At the same 
time, China’s one child policy has brought these 
younger consumers more comfortable financial 
prospects and larger budgets. 

Consumption trenDs

A Love Affair with Brands

Like their Western counterparts, Chinese judge 
themselves and others by what they buy. As 
mentioned earlier, this younger generation of 
consumers has grown up in a more open (and 
more openly commercial) society, and has 
been exposed early on to domestic and foreign 
brands. It is thus quite natural for them to pre-
fer goods with recognizable names.

Young consumers are not only interested in 
purchasing name brands, they also have the 

|Figure 5  Share for Urban Population in China, 1970-2010
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means to do so. This is driven by the cultural 
and economic changes taking place in China. 
First, because of the one-child policy, parents 
can and want to give their child financial sup-
port. Second, available credit and increased cul-
tural acceptance of debt has led to increased 
use of credit cards and bank loans as funding 
vehicles among the young. 

This is not only true among young consumers 
who grew up in big cities with wealthy parents. 
It also holds true among the new generation of 
migrant workers who have come to the cities 
from the countryside. 

The new generation of migrant workers num-
bers approximately 100 million. This genera-
tion is the primary group that has helped break 
down the dual urban-rural structure and sped 
up urbanization in China. Compared with the 
previous generation of migrant workers, this 
new generation has undergone a transforma-
tion in values and behavioral patterns. 

The new generation of rural migrant workers 
are losing their identities as farmers, despite be-
ing born into farming families in rural areas. 
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Like the old generation of migrant workers, 
they work hard in cities with little pay and lit-
tle access to social welfare. However, these new 
migrant workers are better educated than their 
predecessors and wish to become a part of the 
cities where they work. They try hard to keep 
up with the latest trends and desire to be “fash-
ion icons” in their new urban homes. 

A typical young migrant worker may live in a 
5-square-meter basement apartment. Half of 
his room is occupied by the bed. When it rains, 
water may leak from the ceiling. Despite his 
poor living conditions, this new migrant work-
er still manages to buy a fancy wallet, a shiny 
watch, and a tablet computer, paid off by a new 
credit card. The typical young migrant priori-
tizes brand names far above living conditions. 

Desire for self-expression and 
Distinctiveness

Today’s culture places much more emphasis 
and value on self-expression and individuality. 
The one-child policy also contributes to the de-
sire for distinctiveness. Compared with the old-
er generation, the young are less willing to form 
cliques and care more about their own indepen-
dence, freedom and distinctiveness. The older 
generations emphasize “us,” while the younger 
generations prize “me.” Young people in partic-
ular spend money to reflect their personal tastes 
and sensibilities. Emotional considerations, like 
whether a product reflects the user’s sense of in-
dividuality, are paramount in their purchasing 
decisions.

At the same time, niche brands are gaining 
ground among young Chinese consumers. Al-
though, major brands have had a monopoly on 
success in China so far, young consumers tend 
to see purchases of mainstream big brands as 
getting lost in a crowd. In response, they tend to 
try lesser known brands, seeing these purchas-

Compared with the older
generation, the young are 
less willing to form cliques 
and care more about their 
own independence,
freedom and 
distinctiveness. The older
generations emphasize 
“us,” while the younger 
generations prize “me.”
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es as a way of setting themselves apart from the 
crowd.

more Attention to 
environmental/social Concerns 

China’s young generation has long been de-
scribed as being a pampered lot without disci-
pline or drive. Fully exposed to commercial so-
ciety, they are accustomed to a world in which 
junk food, the Internet, and other modern con-
veniences are ubiquitous, while being seen as in-
different to the classical pursuits cherished by 
their forefathers. 

The reality is that China’s young generation is 
enjoying the benefits of 30 years of reform and 
opening up. Compared with their fathers’ gen-
eration, they are better educated and informed. 
With access to the latest data, they have opened 
up to a broader vision of the world, and gained 
more access to the essence of human civiliza-
tion. Such changes have induced young con-
sumers to pay much more attention to envi-
ronmental and social concerns than previous 
generations.

Heavy reliance on online shopping

The younger generation has grown up with the 
Internet, and is used to shopping online. 

One recent phenomenon that has made waves 
among China’s young consumers is Tmall’s 
“Singles’ Day” promotional festival, which falls 
on November 11, or “11.11”—four singles. The 
sale was initiated by e-commerce firm Aliba-
ba, with Taobao.com and Tmall.com, and was 
based in Hangzhou, the capital of eastern Zheji-
ang Province. Many of the merchants who sold 
their goods on Alibaba’s sites offered 50 percent 
discounts. Eight hours into the shopping festi-
val, sales volume reached 5 billion yuan, close 
to last year’s figure for the whole day of 5.2 bil-

With access to the latest 
data, China's young 
generation has opened
up to a broader vision of 
the world, and gained
more access to the 
essence of human 
civilization.
Such changes have 
induced young consumers
to pay much more 
attention to environmental
and social concerns than 
previous generations.
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lion yuan. After about 11 hours, sales reached 
7.9 billion yuan ($1.265 billion), topping the to-
tal of $1.25 billion that US online retailers took 
in last year on Cyber Monday (the day after 
Thanksgiving), when online merchants mark 
their highest sales. After 24 hours, total volume 
reached 19.1 billion yuan. The note of triumph 
was also echoed by Alipay.com, Alibaba’s pay-
ment platform, who announced it had complet-
ed 105.8 million trades on a single day, a record-
breaking figure both for itself and for payment 
services worldwide.

ConCLusions

China economy is growing fast, and its mar-
ket is changing rapidly, as are its consumers. 
The Post- 90s’ young consumers have started to 
make themselves felt in the consumer market, 
and will be playing a more and more important 
role.

Although these young consumers are not identi-
cal, they do share some characteristics. Because 

|Figure 6   Online Shopping Transaction Size/Total 
Retail Sales of Social Consumer Goods 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics.
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they have little experience with hardship and 
more exposure to different cultures, they are 
more optimistic, more open-minded and more 
individualistic, compared with previous gen-
erations. As a result, they love big brands, pur-
sue self-expression in their purchases, immerse 
themselves in the digital world, and are interest-
ed in environmental and social sustainability at 
the same time.

In order to win the market, companies need to 
prepare for the new generations of young con-
sumers, and adjust their branding and market-
ing strategies in line with the trends outlined 
above.  
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