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Ah…summer. The best time of the year! 

It’s when we can all let our hair down a bit, relax, and enjoy the sun. For a lot of us, that 
means beach time, picnics, and back-yard barbeques surrounded by family and friends. Just 
the thought of the sounds of the waves, smell of the grass, and sizzle of the grill is probably 
making you stare out the window right now. None of these would be complete, though, without 
a nice cold beer in hand. 

As the weather starts to heat up across China, you can bet those bottle caps are flying off. 
That’s because China is the world’s largest consumer of beer. Whether it’s watching sports on 
TV at home, having a steaming dinner of hot pot, or out late at night in a smoky karaoke den, 
beer is ubiquitous.

Just because it’s everywhere, though, doesn’t mean the sector is an easy gold mine. There 
are very particular things consumers are looking for when they crack open that can. In this 
month’s TSI Navigator™ Compass, we explore exactly what those are and what attributes to 
avoid if you want your beer to be successful in China. 

Andrew Kuiler
Founder & CEO 
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What is it going to take for brands, both foreign 
and domestic, to compete against some of these 
titans? In this edition of the TSI Navigator™ 
Compass, we explore what Chinese consumers 
are looking for in their beer of choice. 

To arrive at these findings we employed our 
proprietary data intelligence platform, TSI 
Navigator™, which looks at 10 major F&B 
categories from consumers all across China 
to understand drivers and trends in real-time. 
Additionally, we capitalised on our in-depth 
understanding of Chinese consumer behaviour, 
qualitative expert interviews, as well as 
extensive work in new product development, 
branding, and packaging design.

Beer is big business, especially in China. 

Chinese consumers are, by far, the world’s 
most prolific beer drinkers. In fact, they 
make up nearly a quarter of the world’s total 
beer consumption. That’s 45 billion litres of 
beer every year, five times more than their 
counterparts in Germany. It’s even double the 
next closest market, the United States. While 
the U.S. may be at the top of the global revenue 
lists, China is right behind in second place. Pre-
coronavirus estimates place China topping the 
U.S. in revenue sometime in the coming decade. 

Interestingly, though, foreign brands are not 
the biggest players in the Chinese beer market. 
Domestic brands are far more prevalent, and 
in some regions preferred, over imported beer. 
The king of Chinese beers is Snow, produced 
by China Resources Beer. In fact, Snow is the 
world’s top-selling beer by volume. In China, it 
makes up about a quarter of all market share, 
with Tsingtao and Chongqing breweries taking 
second and third place. 

THE BIGGEST BEER 
MARKET IN THE WORLD 
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NOTE ON TSI NAVIGATORTM 
HEATMAP TECHNOLOGY

Our analysis includes use of Hotspex heatmap 
technology. The Hotspex heatmap is a comprehensive 
collection of associations on the specific emotional 
attributes a brand or product expresses. With its 8 
different “zones,” each representing a different key 
emotional attribute, the map helps marketers and their 
partners determine their brand’s right emotional space.

One can divide each zone into three sections: core, middle and outside. As 
associations move from the middle of the heatmap to the outside, they change 
from positive to negative.

Core section: This represents the key associations every successful brand should 
elicit among consumers: interesting, successful, competent, reliable, down-to-
earth, easy-going, likeable, and cool.

Middle section: Moving out from the core section, the middle section is 
more contextual and indicative of potential brand differentiators. This is where 
associations should be matched up with brand values. For instance, the middle 
section of the “interesting” zone contains words like passionate, creative, sporty, 
and outspoken.

Outside section: The outside ring of the heatmap contains negative associations. 
These are, on average, three times as impactful as positive ones and a leading 
indicator of brand health issues. For instance, the outside section of the 
“interesting” zone contains words like pretentious, dangerous, and rude.

These associations are all linked. For instance, feeling “interested” can lead to 
feeling “passionate,” but too much of this can lead to feeling “pretentious.”

If you have any other questions on the heatmaps, please feel free to contact TSI.

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20190919005827/en/Beer-Industry-China-2019-2022-Market-Share-Analysis
https://www.statista.com/outlook/10010000/100/beer/worldwide#market-globalRevenue
https://www.statista.com/outlook/10010000/100/beer/worldwide#market-globalRevenue
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/10/07/budweiser-seeks-growth-in-china-vietnam-india-south-korea-beer-markets.html
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Our heatmap technology shows consumers 
associate Snow Beer with reliability and balance. 

Here, we can see 
consumers care most 
about taste, safety, 
and quality when it 
comes to beer choices. 

Globally, the beer market is going through a 
period of premiumization. Breweries are using 
higher quality ingredients to produce a superior 
product. In China, too, consumers are asking 
for more from their beer. However, they don’t 
want one that strays too far away from what a 
traditional beer should be. 

WHAT CONSUMERS 
WANT
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Purchase Drivers

Consumers already have a pre-determined 
notion of what beer should taste like and the 
attributes it should possess. That’s probably 
why keeping things traditional tends to do 
better in China. When it comes to purchase 
drivers, consumers are looking for tried-and-true 
elements like safety, quality, and taste. Those 
brands that can convince beer drinkers they 
possess these attributes have a higher purchase 
intent score overall. 

Snow Beer, China’s most popular brand, does 
well in satisfying some of these core consumer 
purchase drivers. Consumers rate the brand high 
in taste, safety, and fulfilling needs. Additionally, 
they also consider the beer to be natural and full 
of high-quality ingredients. 
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In addition to the 
typical functional 
attributes for beer, 
Yiyang Milk Beer is 
also seen as serving 
nutritional needs. 

Consumers of Yiyang 
Milk Beer associate 
the product with being 
nurturing. 

WHAT CONSUMERS 
WANT

Functional Attributes

One of the stranger findings from our research 
involves the functional attributes Chinese 
consumers want from their beer. Many are 
looking for a beer that serves their nutritional 
needs. While beer is not usually considered a 
“healthy” drink, consumers do place a preference 
on products which can strike the right balance. 
One such product is Yiyang Milk Beer. 

The brand’s incorporation of lactic acid into 
their milky beer not only created a buzz among 
consumers, driving up the purchase intent, but 
also struck a chord with nutritional desires. 
That’s because consumers associate the 
lactic acid and minerals in the beer, as well 
as its fermentation process, with a somewhat 
healthy product. 
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Another example is Beijing Goose Modern Sour 
Beer. The product’s description notes, “This 
sour wheat beer is brewed with coriander, star 
anise, and sea salt. It also has light notes of fresh 
pomelo, jackfruit, and lemonade.” While this may 
be okay for confectionary, it wasn’t for consumers. 

While the need to be different is important 
in a crowded market like China, some craft 
beer flavours boggle the mind. Panda Brew 
incorporates “Chinese ginger to provide a 
sweet, spicy, and warm-hearted feeling,” while 
Dream Brewing’s strawberry flavour craft beer 
“provides a unique combination of both sweet 
and bitter flavours.” In both cases, consumers 
had low intention to purchase. 

Staying too far away 
from what a beer 
should taste like lowers 
purchase intent. 

You can see in the heatmap that while people 
associate the beer with being interesting or 
different, they also feel it is pretentious, selfish, 
and unreliable.

WHAT CONSUMERS 
DON’T WANT

The rise of brewpubs throughout China, but 
especially in major centres like Beijing, Shanghai, 
and Guangzhou, has increased the prevalence of 
craft beer. By its nature, craft beer is supposed 
to be more premium than your typical mass-
manufactured beer. As such, Chinese consumers 
expect a high-quality experience to go along 
with their drink’s high-quality ingredients. We’ll 
see, though, this idea of “better” may have been 
misinterpreted as “different.” For consumers, 
there is a limit to how different a product can be 
before it turns them off. 

TSI Navigator™ data indicates that the single 
biggest mistake breweries can make is in 
innovating too far on a product’s flavour profile. 
As we already discussed, consumers know what 
they want their beer to taste like. Straying too 
far from this has an adverse impact on purchase 
intent. This isn’t to say Chinese consumers won’t 
take risks with flavour profiles. TSI Navigator™ 
reveals a preference for particular fruity tastes 
like lemon, blueberry, and lime. 
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WHERE BEER CAN 
INNOVATE

So, if Chinese consumers know what they want 
from their beer and know what they want it to 
taste like, where can companies innovate to stay 
ahead? In our research, we found there are two 
key areas where innovation can help, rather than 
hurt, potential for consumer conversion. 

Packaging Design

Although the uniqueness of beer doesn’t always 
bolster purchase intent, especially when it 
comes to taste, packaging design innovations 
may drive up conversion. When innovating pack 
designs, brands should focus on presenting the 
unique and “cool” side of the product, especially 
when it comes to appealing to young females.

The examples here show innovations on 
packaging design that drove a high purchase 
intent, especially among younger consumers. 
Notice there are certain designs that resonate 
well with different genders. 

Innovative packaging is associated with being cool or trendy. This functional attribute was especially 
important for female consumers. It also applied to more “classic” or “retro” designs. 
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In this example, 
men are more 
likely to say the 
product tastes 
good with the 
Sour Beer. 

Here, females 
feel the product’s 
functional 
description better 
meets their 
nutritional needs. 

WHERE BEER CAN 
INNOVATE

Functional Drivers: Health 
or Flavour?

Innovating a product’s formulation can also help 
with consumer purchase intent. TSI Navigator™ 
data shows, though, that different segments 
prefer different things. Male consumers prefer to 
be more open to taste innovations, while female 
consumers are attracted to differentiators 
in health benefits. For young demographics, 
especially those aged 20 to 39, there is a 
noticeable rise in a desire for rich, bold tastes. 

TSI ran an experiment through Navigator™ to see 
just how much functional attributes impacted 
the potential purchase intent of a product. Using 
the example of Beijing Goose Modern Sour Beer, 
as shown in the previous section, we augmented 
the product description to highlight more of 
its functional attributes over its taste. While it 
performed poorly when the focus was on taste, 
describing health benefits resulted in a very 
different outcome. 
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“It is the Asian, particularly 
Chinese, beer brands that are 
seeing the highest brand value 
growth. With demand for beer 
at an all time high in China and 
predictions of inf lated growth 
over the coming years as a result 
of greater disposable income 
from the emerging middle class, 
this trend looks set to continue. 
If these brands begin to expand 
beyond China and into new 
markets, we could potentially see 
some very stiff competition to 
established Western beer brands.”

David Haigh, 
CEO of Brand Finance

Since the start of the coronavirus pandemic, 
analysts estimate demand in beer has fallen by 
about one-fifth. They note that, because of their 
smaller margins, China’s domestic beer brands 
may be in trouble. Larger multinational brands 
have a higher chance of financially surviving this 
downturn in demand, but they’ll still need to gain 
market traction to do so. This has been a rocky 
journey so far. 

As we’ve seen, though, there are particular areas 
where brands can innovate and drive Chinese 
consumer conversion. This is especially true with 
packaging design innovation as well as the way 
brands innovate in functional benefits and taste. 
It’s important to understand target segments 
before engaging in any innovation work. 

Pandemic or not, Chinese consumers are still 
going to want to crack open a cold one with their 
friends on a Saturday night. To get your cans and 
bottles into their hands, and keep them there, is 
going to take the right kind of innovation. 

CONCLUSION
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Discover. Whether it’s short-term brand diagnostic work or comprehensive brand 
positioning, we take a comprehensive look at your category, consumers, and 
competitors to provide a complete assessment of opportunities and future risks, 
helping you feel informed and competent as a brand owner.

Innovate. Our proprietary innovation development and visual design approaches 
bring brand, product, pack, and communication platform ideas to life. This gives your 
business culturally inspired, relevant solutions that will get noticed in the market today 
and in the future.

Scale. Our rigorous brand validation techniques help our clients understand the 
measurable future return on investment of their brand strategies. This ensures you 
have the confidence, excitement, and motivation to maximise your market potential.

In addition, our proprietary tool, Navigator™, is the industry’s first dynamic data 
intelligence platform that collects, analyses, and visualises the China food and 
beverage landscape. Navigator™ looks at 10 major F&B categories from consumers 
across 8 key cities in China to understand drivers and trends in real time. The tool is 
designed to help companies make smarter decisions in food and beverage in China, 
particularly when it comes to innovation.

ABOUT TSI

At The Silk Initiative, we use insight, strategy, 
and innovation to future-proof global food and 
beverage brands. Our business is to create 
and validate data-driven brand strategy 
solutions for our clients’ future ambitions. 

TSI is one of the world’s few food and 
beverage brand consultancies sitting at the 
intersection of insight, strategy, innovation, 
and creative development. We work with 
partners across research and development, 
marketing, and consumer insights. From our 
base in Shanghai, we help clients around 
the world make smarter brand and product 
decisions by combining our tools and services, 
excellent advisory, future-focused thinking 
and tangible, actionable assets.

We do this through three distinct practice 
areas to help companies discover, innovate, 
and scale their market opportunities.
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DISCLAIMER

The Silk Initiative publishes occasional special reports as a contribution 
to the wider understanding of various business sectors. Through this 
work, however, TSI is not endorsing, supporting, or representing any 
brand, company, or organisation. The views expressed in this publication 
are those of its authors and do not reflect those of TSI’s current or 
previous clients. Special reports contain preliminary research, analysis, 
findings, and recommendations. They are circulated to stimulate a 
timely discussion and critical feedback and to influence ongoing debates 
on emerging topics relevant to business success.  

Certain information set forth in this presentation contains “forward-
looking information.” Although forward-looking statements contained 
in this presentation are based upon what management of the company 
believes are reasonable assumptions, there can be no assurance 
forward-looking statements will prove to be accurate. The company 
undertakes no obligation to update forward-looking statements 
except as required by applicable securities laws. The reader is 
cautioned not to place undue reliance on forward-looking statements.

FORWARD-LOOKING STATEMENTS

TSI strongly believes in the importance of quantitative data when analysing 
and determining consumer trends. Qualitative insights are good, but only 
go so far. Numbers, however, speak volumes. That’s why we created TSI 
Navigator™, the industry’s first and only dynamic data intelligence platform 
that collects, analyses, and visualises the China food and beverage 
landscape. Navigator™ explores 10 F&B categories across 8 of the most 
important cities in China, cities where companies are looking to for growth. 

The monthly TSI Navigator™ Compass is based on TSI Navigator™ 
trend analysis, quantitative analysis, literature reviews, and qualitative 
interviews with industry leaders. It also draws on TSI’s industry expertise 
in linguistics, semiotics, culture, consumer products, food and beverage, 
and wellness. 

This research is part of The Silk Initiative’s continued examination of 
consumer trends throughout the region. With this report, The Silk Initiative 
(TSI) aims to educate foreign and domestic brands on the latest topics 
prevalent to business success in the food and beverage, consumer 
packaged goods, fast moving consumer goods, and wellness sectors. 

This edition was written by William Brenner, John Pabon, and Emma Wu, 
with contributions from members of the TSI China team. The authors wish 
to thank external interviewees and other TSI colleagues who provided 
feedback. Any errors that remain are those of the authors. Please direct 
comments or questions to John Pabon at  john@thesilkinitiative.com. 

ABOUT THE TSI NAVIGATOR™ COMPASS 

mailto:john%40thesilkinitiative.com?subject=The%20TSI%20Navigator%E2%84%A2%20Compass
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