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It’s amazing to think how much we’ve all changed since 2019. 

A once-in-a-generation pandemic, food scarcity, and a global recession have forced 
everyone to rethink how they go about their daily lives. We’re now more cautious in 
public, hyper-aware of our health, and understand the proverbial value of a dollar. 
We’ve evolved, adapted, and changed. 

China is no different. Over the past several months, major cities have gone 
through some pretty harsh lockdowns. While they are coming out the other end 
now, what’s clear is that consumers are different today than they were back in 
January. It’s important we understand how they’ve changed to better reflect a 
new reality on the ground. 

In this edition of the TSI NavigatorTM Compass, the team use our in-house data and 
first-hand consumer interviews to dive deep into the impact of China’s lockdowns on 
consumer behaviour. 

Andrew Kuiler
Founder & CEO 

Foreword
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China’s Lockdowns 
Present New 
Opportunities Along with video-conferencing and 

working from home, one big thing has 
become part of our daily lives over 
the past two years: lockdowns. From 
Melbourne to Mumbai, New York to 
Nagasaki, we’ve all gotten used to 
varying types of stay-at-home orders. 
While a little late to the party, China 
too is going through its own waves of 
lockdowns. Starting in Shanghai back 
in March 2022, the lockdowns have 
impacted over 60% of the country’s 
population. This continues today as 
new lockdowns reach western cities in 
Sichuan and Xinjiang. 

While analysts are still deciphering the 
scale and impact of the lockdowns, 
one thing is certain: Chinese consumer 
behaviour has forever been changed. 
This spans from changes in purchasing 
habits, to which products consumers are 
purchasing, and all the way through how 
this shows up in the home environment. 
Using the power of social media to 
connect with neighbours and find the 

best prices on bulk buys is new. Stocking 
up on non-perishables, rather than going 
to the wet market every morning, is new. 
Learning how to cook, instead of relying 
on fast-food delivery, is new. 

Brands looking to, or already operating 
in, China have to adapt to this changing 
landscape and embrace these new 
opportunities. They must also come to 
terms with the economic implications. 
Although the lockdowns may have put 
many private-sector companies on 
edge, China continues to be a dynamic 
market presenting strong economic 
growth potential. 

To understand more, we explored 
proprietary data from TSI NavigatorTM. The 
TSI team also spoke to consumers and 
trusted associates on-the-ground across 
China. In this edition of the TSI NavigatorTM 
Compass, we’ll look at the three biggest 
behavioural changes resulting from 
China’s recent lockdowns. 

01  / THE BIG PICTURE

Although the lockdowns may 
have put many private-sector 
companies on edge, China 
continues to be a dynamic market 
presenting strong economic 
growth potential. 
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#1: Purchasing Habits

We did find the data showing significant 
changes to shopping and consumption 
behaviours because of the 2022 lockdowns. 
These were especially true in Shanghai, 
Guangzhou, and Chengdu. Across all three 
cities, almost 50% of consumers surveyed 
started group buying through dedicated 
e-commerce platforms like Pin Duo Duo. In 
Shanghai, arguably the most impacted city on 
the list, these trends were significantly higher. 

Also noticeable in Shanghai were group buying 
habits outside dedicated platforms. For many, 
that included community WeChat groups. 
These groups offered flexibility versus the 
constant tracking, waiting, and getting up at 
dawn to ensure availability on other platforms. 
Yet even though 42% of Shanghai respondents 
said they had to be online at specific times 
to order, new apps and mini programs still 
grew in popularity. Nearly 40% said they had 
branched out to try a new platform. 

02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data

Shopping behaviour changes as a result of lockdowns (%)
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02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

So is group buying here to stay, or is it just another short-lived fad 
destined to die out?

Interestingly, a similar percentage of consumers in the three surveyed cities 
said they purchased goods through e-commerce platforms as those buying 
through community WeChat groups. When asked whether they would continue 
using these informal groups, though, less than half said they would. 

Compare this to the 72% of consumers who said they would continue to use 
e-commerce platforms going forward. This shows that while the informal 
WeChat groups may have been beneficial during the height of lockdown, 
consumers didn’t view them as a long-term solution. 

What does this mean for brands? It would be unwise to entirely discount group 
buying as a behavioural change. The focus for the future, though, should be on 
official platforms. Some of the most popular are listed on the following page. 
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02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data

Is your business capitalising on all possible channels, 
especially those generating buzz? 

• Meituan Maicai (美团买 菜 )
• Miss Fresh (每日优 鲜 )
• Dingdong (叮咚买 菜 )
• Yimi Market (一 米集市 )
• Pagoda (百果园 )
• 7 Fresh (七 鲜 )
• Duoduo Maicai (多多买 菜 ) by Pin Duo Duo 
• Meicai Market (美 菜 商城 )
• Mimiguo (米 果 生 鲜 )

Shopping behaviour changes as a results of lockdowns, and expectations to continue (%)
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Interestingly, a similar percentage of consumers in 
the three surveyed cities said they purchased goods 
through e-commerce platforms as those buying 
through community WeChat groups. When asked 
whether they would continue using these informal 
groups, though, less than half said they would. 
Compare this to the 72% of consumers who said 
they would continue to use e-commerce platforms 
going forward. This shows that while the informal 
WeChat groups may have been beneficial during the 
height of lockdown, consumers didn’t view them as

a long-term solution. 

02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE
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#2: What Consumers are Buying

It’s not just how consumers are approaching 
shopping post-lockdown, but also what they’re 
looking for. In China, we’re seeing a growing 
“lazy economy.” The pace of life, and adoption 
of technology, means convenience is king. For 
some, lifting more than a finger is way too 
much work. Even for those who might not 
consider themselves lazy, busy schedules 
mean they look for ways to simplify their 
lives. In the kitchen, this means ready-to-cook, 
ready-to-heat, and ready-to-eat foods rise to 
the top of the shopping list. During lockdowns, 
these types of meals also saved precious 
space in rather tiny city kitchens.

If we look across our three surveyed cities, 
Shanghai again is a stand out when it comes 
to purchasing ready-to-heat frozen meals. 
During the lockdowns, 56% of Shanghai 
respondents said they purchased more 
frozen meals than before. Compare this to 
45% in Guangzhou, which only had pockets 
of lockdowns at the time of survey, and 39% 
in Chengdu, which hadn’t yet gone through a 
lockdown. Residents were also more likely to 
purchase frozen ingredients, another sign of 
convenience in shopping. 

02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data
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02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

Along with traditional options like frozen dumplings, self-heated hot pot, and instant noodles, 
there are also some new players that have enriched the space. Those include products like Xiao 
Su Rou 小酥肉 (crispy pork slices), Suan Xiang Gu 蒜香骨 (garlic-flavour ribs), and quick 
炸鸡 (fried chicken). With easy-to-follow instructions and tasty pre-seasoning, these have 
gained popularity among both the lazy and those who want to free themselves from cooking 
three meals with fresh ingredients every single day. Likewise, air fryers have also become 
popular given their ease of use and versatile recipe options. This kitchen appliance is described 
as “懒人神器”or the secret weapon for lazy people. 

For brands in the ready-to-eat, frozen, or canned good spaces, there are real opportunities 
presented by these behavioural changes. While the lazy economy is unlikely to go anywhere, 
consumers do seem to want a better balance in terms of what they’re purchasing going 
forward. Along with ready-to-eat meals, expect to see a return to buying smaller amounts of 
fresh food, more frequently. Learning from the lessons of lockdown, consumers are also likely 
to want to stock up their pantries more than ever before.

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data
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So we now know consumers are buying more in bulk through group purchases. 
They’re also turning to convenience in the form of ready-to-eat or frozen meals. 
What changes, though, are happening in the kitchen that might have long-term 
implications? Two of the biggest we’ve seen relate directly to consumers having 
more time in the kitchen. 

We’ve already noted a rise in cooking from home during China’s lockdowns. Nearly half of our 
respondents said they now cook at home more frequently than before. It seems being stuck 
inside all day has inspired many people to hone their culinary chops. Encouragingly, almost 40% 
of those cooking at home say they are eating much healthier as a result. Even more telling is 
that they intend to continue doing so. Three-quarters of those who say they’ve eaten healthier 
during lockdown will keep up this habit, along with 70% of those who cooked more at home. 

Not satisfied with just cooking more, many consumers are also taking up baking at home. This is 
especially popular in Shanghai. The rise in baking is being led by younger consumers, with 39% 
saying they have started. It is also poised to continue thanks to them as almost 75% intend to 
keep going. To a small degree this is negatively impacting healthy eating as new chefs toy with 
the more sweet side of baking. Overall, though, diets continue to be balanced. 

02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

#3: In the Kitchen
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02  / BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data

At TSI, we’ve talked a lot about the rise of a healthier China.

The data around lockdown kitchen habits continues to prove this trend. For 
brands, there is significant space to tap into. This is not only limited to good-for-
you products with strong functional ingredients, but also an entirely new arena 
with baking. 

13 THE TSI NAVIGATOR™ COMPASS | SEPTEMBER 2022



Innovate and pivot

While this has always been critical in China, don’t rest on your laurels now. 
Consumers are eager to try new things, so give them what they want. This might 
mean an entire rethink of your brand portfolio to adapt to changing needs. Or, a 
slight pivot here and there could spell success. The important thing to remember 
is constant iteration, with the consumer viewpoint in mind, goes a long way in the 
Chinese market. 

As places like Chengdu now go into 
Covid-zero lockdowns of their own, 
TSI’s findings are an invaluable 
resource to understand how 
consumers in this new wave may 
evolve. Of course, there are endless 
opportunities for brands to adapt to 
this changing environment across 
China, home to some of the world’s 
most dynamic consumers.

Given changes to notions of 
convenience, purchase drivers, and 
overall purchase intent, what can 
brands do today to capitalise on life 
post-lockdown?

03  / RECOMMENDATIONS

Source: TSI NavigatorTM data

Understand your demographics

We still see brands assuming China is just one big market. Nothing could be 
further from the truth. China is made up of micro-markets, each with their own 
consumer needs and trends. Fully understanding these demographics can make or 
break a brand. Given the speed of change, having a partner to help decipher issues 
in real time is also critical. That’s where TSI’s NagivatorTM comes in. The dynamic 
intelligence platform collects, analyses, and visualises the food and beverage 
landscape across 12 F&B categories in 6 of China’s most important cities. 

Create better-for-you products

Chinese consumers have matured significantly over the past few years. Not only 
are they more price conscious and focused on the merits of domestic brands, they 
are also demanding products with functional benefits. Consider adding better-
for-you products that promote health and wellness, while also adhering to the 
unique particularities of Chinese Traditional Medicine, taste preferences, and 
consumption occasions.  
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Overall, remember China is still a massive growth 
market with plenty of expanding left to do. Opportunities 
are as plentiful as they were two or three years ago, 
regardless of what you might see in the news. Trust 
those partners on the ground to provide the right 
levels of market expertise to help your brand adapt, 
capitalise, and benefit from the post-Covid new normal. 

03  / RECOMMENDATIONS
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04  / ABOUT

TSI NavigatorTM 
Compass
TSI strongly believes in the importance of quantitative data when 
analysing and determining consumer trends. That’s why we created 
TSI NavigatorTM, the industry’s first dynamic data intelligence platform 
that collects, analyses, and visualises the food and beverage landscape 
across various Asia-Pacific markets. TSI NavigatorTM explores 12 F&B 
categories across 6 key cities in China, as well as in Indonesia, Japan, 
and Thailand, to understand drivers and trends in real time. The tool 
is designed to help companies make smarter decisions in food and 
beverage across the region, particularly when it comes to innovation.
 
TSI NavigatorTM Compass is based on TSI NavigatorTM trend analysis, 
quantitative analysis, literature reviews, and qualitative interviews 
with industry leaders. It also draws on TSI’s expertise across industry 
sectors. This research is part of The Silk Initiative’s continued 
examination of consumer trends throughout the region.
 
This edition was written by John Pabon, 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.

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, recommendations, and “forward-looking 
information.” Although forward-looking statements are 
based upon reasonable assumptions, there can be no 
assurance they 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.
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We are the future-focused insight, 
strategy, and innovation people.

The Silk Initiative is one of the world’s few Asia-based 
consumer goods brand consultancies sitting at the 
intersection of foresight, strategy, innovation, and 
creative development. From our base in Shanghai, we 
help clients make smarter brand and product decisions. 

Combining an in-house Insights and Strategy team 
along with a Design and Innovation team, TSI’s approach 
of data in and assets out means we can provide end-to-
end solutions for our clients’ brands.
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Want to understand more the Impacts 
of China’s Lockdowns on Consumer 
Behaviour? Connect with one of TSI’s 
experts today.
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