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INTRODUCTION

What has happened in the Chinese wine market in the past year? 
At first glance, indicators seem to be pointing in opposite 
directions. Wine volumes in 2020 were dramatically lower than in 
previous years, as China locked down to combat the Covid-19 virus, 
and traditional gifting events such as Chinese New Year were in 
effect cancelled.

And yet the underlying recalled behaviour of China’s 52 million 
drinkers of imported (as well as domestic) wine showed relatively 
little change in behaviour. Recalled consumption in on-trade fell, 
predictably, in 2020, but has bounced back in 2021; off-trade 
consumption appears to have held up. 

How does one square a 30% drop in volumes with supposedly no 
change in recalled consumer behaviour? Statistics can always be 
questioned, but sudden divergences in metrics that previously 
aligned need to be analysed. 

In reality, China’s wine market is actually two markets, with a small 
overlap. One is the regular, habitual wine consumer, whose buying 
pattern reflects a variety of in-home and out-of-home wine 
occasions. This archetype is typically urban, educated, affluent and 
international in their outlook, and their behaviour has clear 
similarities with consumers in very developed wine markets – wine 
drinking is at least a monthly, if not weekly, habit. 

The second market is much larger – and much less easy to 
measure. This is the proportion of Chinese adults who buy wine 
perhaps once a year as a gift, or for a particular occasion. These 
occasions tend to coincide with the major events of the Chinese 
calendar – Chinese New Year, Mid-Autumn Festival, and the 
increasingly popular Singles Day on 11 November, when single 
people are celebrated and bought gifts for, mainly online. The wine 
category experiences a huge surge in buying at these times from 
people that then don’t participate in the category for at least 
another year – possibly never.

Wine Intelligence estimates that there are around 28 million 
Chinese (approximately 6.5% of the urban population aged 18-54) 

who drink wine at least once a month; around half of these drink 
wine weekly. Depending on what assumptions one uses, the 
monthly wine drinking population consumed around 25-30 million 
9L cases of imported wine in 2020, which was not much change 
from the picture in 2016. Using the same calculation approach, the 
same population drank around 25 million cases of domestic wine in 
2015, rising to 34 million cases in 2021. 

Matching this up with volume estimates for the market, it looks like 
monthly+ drinkers accounted for 35% of all wine volumes in 2016, 
rising to 75% of all wine volumes in 2020. The major change in 
volume, therefore, seems to be coming from this huge and 
unpredictable group of very occasional buyers. This makes sense 
when one considers the massive disruption to event-based 
socialising in China caused by the pandemic, and the equally large 
bullwhip effect of a very large population doing something 
different for a time.

The other news items in this latest China Landscapes (our 10th

edition) include a population which is moving more towards mid-
range spending, operating with confidence – but with declining 
knowledge levels – and increasingly shopping online for their wine. 
The population is becoming more focused on urban elites, with 
over 70% of semi-annual drinkers saying they earn more than RMB 
9,000 per month. There is positive news for premium domestic 
wine producers, in that interest in domestic wine is building, as is 
trust. Despite the turmoil of the past 18 months, the underlying 
signals from China’s wine drinkers are of a return to on-trade 
occasions, growing confidence in low-key socialising (large crowds 
are still a concern) and seeking out quality and premium beverages 
generally. As with other major markets such as the US, there are 
some long-term concerns with the decreasing recruitment levels 
for wine amongst Chinese drinkers from legal drinking age to 24, as 
other beverage categories start to look more interesting and 
accessible. During the 2010s China’s newly affluent Millennials 
were the key to driving imported wine volumes upward. So far at 
least, Gen-Z seems to be more circumspect.
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The key change over the past 5 years is an increase in frequency of consumption of 
domestic wines among the population of imported wine drinkers

EXAMPLE SLIDE: WINE CONSUMPTION FREQUENCY

 /  : Statistically significantly higher / lower than the 2015 wave at a 95% confidence level
Source: Wine Intelligence Vinitrac® China, March 2015 (n=1,119) and January 2021 (n=1,000) Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported wine drinkers

Wine consumption frequency: Tracking
% who drink wine at the following frequency
Base = All Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported wine drinkers (n≥1,000)

È

È

È

È

È

Ç

Ç

È

Ç

Ç



6

Mainstream varietals Cabernet Sauvignon and Pinot Noir are the dominant red varietals, 
though both have seen significant decreases in consumption within the past year

EXAMPLE SLIDE: VARIETAL CONSUMPTION – RED WINE

 /  : Statistically significantly higher / lower than previous waves at a 95% confidence level
Source: Wine Intelligence Vinitrac® China, March 2015 (n=1,119), March 2017 (n=1,000), March 2020 (n=1,002) and January 2021 (n=1,000) Chinese urban upper-middle class 
semi-annual imported wine drinkers

Red varietal awareness and consumption
Base = All Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported wine drinkers 
(n=1,000)

Red varietal consumption: Tracking
% who have drunk the following varietals or wine types in the past 6 months
Base = All Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported wine 
drinkers (n≥1,000)

% who are aware

% who have drunk in 
the past 6 months

% who have heard of 
the following grape 
varietals

% who have drunk the 
following grape 
varietals in the past 6 
months
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▪ The data was collected in China since March 2015

▪ The following waves March 2015, March 2017, March 2020 were 
tracked against January 2021

▪ Data was gathered via Wine Intelligence’s Vinitrac® online survey

▪ Respondents were screened to ensure that they met the 
following requirements:

▪ 18-54 years old

▪ Urban upper-middle class: personal monthly income 
before tax of at least 6,000 RMB in Beijing, 
Guangzhou, Shanghai, Hangzhou and Shenzhen; or 
at least 5,000 RMB in Wuhan, Chengdu, Shenyang, 
Chongqing, Changsha, Zhengzhou and Guiyang

▪ Residents of Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan, 
Chengdu, Shenyang, Hangzhou, Shenzhen, 
Chongqing, Changsha, Zhengzhou and Guiyang

▪ Drank imported grape-based wine at least twice a 
year

▪ Invalid respondents (those who sped through the survey or gave 
inconsistent answers to selected questions) were removed 
before analysis

▪ The data is representative of Chinese urban upper-middle class 
imported wine drinkers in terms of gender, age, city and income

▪ The distribution of the sample is shown in the table:

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: QUANTITATIVE

Source: Wine Intelligence, Vinitrac® China, March 2015- March 2021 (n ≥
1,000) Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported wine 

drinkers

Mar-15 Mar-17 Mar-20 Jan-21

1,119 1,000 1,000 1,000

Male 53% 51% 53% 53%

Female 47% 49% 47% 47%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

18-29 41% 37% 31% 31%

30-39 28% 30% 33% 33%

40-54 31% 33% 36% 36%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Shanghai, Hangzhou 25% 25% 25% 25%

Beijing 18% 13% 17% 17%

Shenyang, Zhengzhou 9% 8% 9% 9%

Guangzhou, Shenzhen 20% 18% 19% 19%

Changsha, Wuhan 10% 9% 7% 7%

Chengdu, Guiyang 8% 12% 12% 12%

Chongqing 10% 15% 11% 11%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Less than 9,000 RMB n/a n/a 27% 27%

9,000-11,999 RMB n/a n/a 34% 34%

12,000+ RMB n/a n/a 39% 39%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

2-5 times per year 17% 16% 15% 22%

About once every two months 23% 21% 24% 24%

1-3 times per month 37% 38% 38% 33%

Once a week or more often 23% 24% 23% 21%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Imported 

wine 

consumption 

frequency

n=

Gender

Age

City

Personal 

monthly 

income before 

tax
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▪ The data was collected in China in March 2021

▪ March 2020 was tracked against March 2021

▪ Data was gathered via Wine Intelligence’s Vinitrac® online survey

▪ Respondents were screened to ensure that they met the 
following requirements:

▪ 18-54 years old

▪ Urban upper-middle class: personal monthly income 
before tax of at least 6,000 RMB in Beijing, 
Guangzhou, Shanghai, Hangzhou and Shenzhen; or 
at least 5,000 RMB in Wuhan, Chengdu, Shenyang, 
Chongqing, Changsha, Zhengzhou and Guiyang

▪ Residents of Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan, 
Chengdu, Shenyang, Hangzhou, Shenzhen, 
Chongqing, Changsha, Zhengzhou and Guiyang

▪ Drank imported grape-based wine at least twice a 
year

▪ Invalid respondents (those who sped through the survey or gave 
inconsistent answers to selected questions) were removed 
before analysis

▪ The data is representative of Chinese urban upper-middle class 
imported wine drinkers in terms of gender, age, city and income

▪ The distribution of the sample is shown in the table:

Source: Wine Intelligence, Vinitrac® China, March 2020 and March 2021 
(n = 1,000) Chinese urban upper-middle class semi-annual imported 

wine drinkers

COVID MODULE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 
QUANTITATIVE
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MARKET EXPERT INTERVIEWEES

Market Interviews were conducted with 
six experienced industry professionals in 
the Chinese wine trade in 2021

Interviews followed a pre-determined 
discussion guide, and covered overall 
market trends, opportunities for different 
wine styles, retail channels and pricing

The six interviewees were wine industry 
professionals working within the market in 
different roles: 

2 x Wine Importers

1 x Wine Educator

2 x Wine Journalists

1 x Sommelier

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: QUALITITATIVE
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