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Summary

A

ttitudes to food are complex and multifaceted.
Concerns about food safety are a major public
preoccupation while awareness of nutritional
wellbeing, environment and animal welfare issues are on
the increase, particularly among more affluent consumers.
At the same time, with rising affluence and exposure to global
media and markets, people are embracing more materialistic
lifestyles, lifestyles that are associated with more resource
intensive forms of consumption. It remains to be seen how
these diverse influences and attitudes will play out in coming
years, and what impact they will have on evolving food policy
and consumption patterns.

This brief describes three
underlying trends in attitudes
that may shape the Chinese
food system’s future direction:
attitudes toward consumption and
consumerism; growing concerns
about food safety and health; and
concerns about the environment

and animal welfare. Owing to the
limited data available on attitudes
and values of Chinese consumers,
and the usual caveats that apply
to social sciences research, the
findings in this brief are more
speculative than others in this
series.
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•

A 2010 study found
that 83% of Chinese
consumers felt that it was
important to find more
excitement and sensations
in life, compared to a
global average of 64%.

•

•
•

Brands are becoming increasingly important in China, and sectors
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•
•

the safety of domestically produced goods, rather than materialistic

92aspirations.

•

Concerns about food safety are greatest amongst women, people
with higher educational levels, the elderly (possibly because they
are more vulnerable), and married couples (perhaps because they
are more mindful of impacts on children).

•

Although genetically modified foods (GM) have generated
heated debate elsewhere, recent academic surveys indicate that
the largest group of respondents in China have no opinion on the
matter; many do not know whether they have bought GM foods in
the past.

•

Diet has long been considered crucial to the maintenance of good
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health and curing of disease in China, and a rapidly growing health
food market both in Traditional Chinese Medicine and in ‘modern’
health products indicates this remains an important influence on
consumption habits among some sections of the population.

Concerns about the environment
and animal welfare
•

Two international comparative surveys conducted in 2012 find that
the environmental motivations of Chinese consumers are quite high,
perhaps due to clear evidence of air and water pollution and its
tangible impacts on people’s wellbeing in China.

•

Vegetarian restaurants are increasing in number in major cities
(albeit from a very small base); this may be for a range of reasons,
including a resurgence of Buddhism and a demand for new tastes,
and not only as a response to food safety and health concerns.

•

Animal welfare concerns have not been a major motivating factor
affecting Chinese consumption decisions to date, though the
number of animal welfare NGOs is increasing and recent opinion
surveys point to a growing awareness of the issue.

Future trends
•

Many Chinese consumers are still on low or lower middle incomes,
and concerns about price are likely to conflict with those around
the environment or health.

•

It is not yet clear whether greater awareness of the health and
domestic and global environmental impacts of consumption will be
sustained as China develops, and if so, whether these attitudes will
be reflected in actual consumption choices.

•

The often dramatically different life experiences of young Chinese
people, in comparison with their parents and/or grandparents, may
change the profile of dominant attitudes and habits around food in
future decades.
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Policy implications

1
2

Rising incomes and an openness to new food experiences
indicate that food consumption patterns may change and
demand for a more diverse range of food products will
continue to grow.
Food safety concerns among the public have emerged
as a driver of change in China’s food system. Recent
responses include stronger government regulation, closer
integration between enterprises along supply chains, the
development of food certification schemes, and increased
demand for imported brands in some product markets
(e.g. powdered milk).

3

Further public debates on GM foods in China could be
supported by more public education and consumer
engagement on the topic.

4

The degree to which the apparently high environmental
motivations of Chinese consumers are expressed through
consumption decisions in the future could be a major
factor shaping the future of the food system. More
policy-relevant research is required to clarify whether
sustainable outcomes can be achieved simply by
influencing consumer attitudes to consumption.

5

Enabling people with low incomes to make sustainable
choices about food (and other purchases) is a priority
if policy is to contribute to preventing the widespread
adoption of the unsustainable consumption practices that
took root in most developed nations during the processes
of urbanisation and industrialisation.
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