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Want to 
Break through 
in China?

Top Considerations for Marketers 
As far as exciting new economic hubs go, none 

are arguably as complex as China. With rapid 

infrastructure development and projects underway 

throughout the country, China is emerging as an 

irrefutable economic powerhouse on the global 

stage. Regions like China’s Greater Bay Area (GBA), 

which is transforming into an economic enclave of 

freely flowing people, goods and services, are a 

testament to China’s rapid ascension in the global 

marketplace. This development, among others, is one 

of the many reasons eyes are turning toward China, 

where market opportunity and possibility remain 

relatively untapped and primed for mass expansion.

However, gaining understanding of the market is 

still proving challenging. LEWIS recently polled 351 

senior marketing leaders across the U.S. to gain a 

better understanding of their perceptions about 

the Chinese market, their interest in expanding into 

China and the challenges that come with appealing 

to an emerging market and audience. The results 

highlight a high level of overconfidence amongst 

senior marketers about their understanding of 

Chinese audiences. 
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Senior marketing 
leaders across the U.S. 
surveyed to get a better 
understanding of their 
feelings about the 
Chinese market

351

This is resulting in a knowledge gap that is 

preventing U.S. brands from successfully marketing 

in China, especially as competition with local brands 

becomes increasingly fierce. 

The findings also highlight the growing prominence 

of China as a key market, the urgency of U.S. 

marketers seeking to tap into it and the somewhat 

alarming disconnect between U.S. confidence in 

achieving this lofty goal versus the perceived pain 

points and roadblocks. 

This report outlines these stifling obstacles 

and knowledge gaps while also providing 

recommendations for marketers operating in China 

on how they can succeed. If one thing is clear, it’s 

that despite what a majority of U.S. marketers 

think and believe, they cannot blindly stumble into 

success in China.

A LEWIS Research Report 
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China holds a GDP of $13.6 trillion, making it the world’s second largest economy 

behind the U.S. in nominal terms. In 2014, China became the world’s largest economy 

in purchasing-power-parity terms. With a GDP value representing nearly 22% of the 

worldwide economy, China’s economic prominence cannot be overlooked. And while 

overall growth has slowed in recent years, China still possesses one of the world’s fast-

growing economies. 

LEWIS | Bay to Bay Research Report 

Why China is Still a Key 
Market for U.S. Brands

China’s Greater Bay Area
Buoying China’s growth is the Greater Bay Area, which boasts a combined GDP of 

$1.5 trillion—on par with the entire country of South Korea. Much of this is due to 

three major cities — Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Shenzhen — which are home to world-

class corporations in industries like finance and technology, and leading educational 

institutions.

12% Greater Bay 
Area’s GDP

China GDP & 
LANDMASS

Greater Bay 
Area’s Landmass

0.5% 

While the region only covers 

0.5% of China’s total land area, 

it contributes to 12% of the 

country’s overall GDP.

What Makes the Greater Bay Area Unique

1. A strong bilingual talent pool

2. Renowned global manufacturing prowess

3. Impressive feats of innovation. 
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Despite these impressive numbers, 33% of our 

survey respondents were either very unaware or 

not at all aware of the profound development taking 

place in China’s GBA. 

Marketing Spend in China
In fact, our survey found that 71% of companies 

are currently marketing their products or services 

in China, likely due to the vast size and potential of 

the market. Out of those companies, more than half 

(56%) said they plan on increasing their marketing 

and communications budgets in China within the next 

year. The trend of increased investment in China is 

reflected in 2019 as well, where 62% of companies 

increased their marketing budgets year-over-year 

while only a slim 1% decreased them. 

While China still remains an important market, 

29% of respondents shared that they are hesitant 

to market in China. The reasons for this include 

current political relations between the U.S. and 

China (29%), lack of expertise or experience among 

internal marketers (14%) and a lack of China/Chinese 

consumer specific knowledge (12%). 

of companies are 
currently marketing 
their products or 
services in China

71%

of respondents say they 
are choosing to avoid 
marketing in China

29%

My company has decreased its marketing
and communications budget in 

China in the past year.

My company has kept its marketing 
and communications budget in 
China the same in the past year.

My company has increased its marketing
and communications budget in

China in the past year.

1%

37%

62%
Graph: Survey results of  change in marketing budgets YOY
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But before assessing the challenges of cracking 

the Chinese market, it’s important to dissect U.S. 

marketers’ current tactics in China. From there, an 

understanding of the sentiment and motivation behind 

why a majority of U.S. marketers are flocking to this 

area—specifically with regard to how these don’t 

necessarily align with respondents’ self-proclaimed 

experience, knowledge and expertise—will be crucial in 

formulating a winning Chinese marketing strategy.

Regulation outside of China

Media restrictions and regulations 
(censorship)

Maintaining consistent branding

Lack of country-specific knowledge of the 
industry within China or Chinese consumers

Lack of expertise or experience among 
internal marketers

Other (please specify)

Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) issues

Regulation within China

Financial barrier / lack of funds to expand 
marketing efforts to China

Political relations between the U.S. and China

Location not applicable to business plan / 
company mission / goals

Graph: Top Reasons U.S. Marketers Avoid Marketing in China

12%

12%

12%

12%

17%

17%

14%

24%

24%

29%

33%
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1. The Role of Income
Of the respondents whose companies 

are specifically targeting Chinese 

consumers based on their income level, an 

overwhelming 90% are targeting the upper 

middle class. 

The Greater Bay Area was named the 

top base for wealth creation just last 

year, housing many of China’s richest 

entrepreneurs and corporations. The 

growing wealth in this area can be 

attributed to the openness, tolerance and 

economic dynamism that’s sprouted from 

massive infrastructure projects, like the 

Pearl River Delta Project, which have united 

the region. And as the old adage “follow the 

money” goes, U.S. marketers are clearly 

following suit with their eyes firmly set on 

the blossoming wealth in the GBA.

According to our respondents, the U.S. approach to 
marketing in China could be summed up with four terms: 
wealth, expansion, localization and social-first.

Shanghai
Liuan

Wuhan
Leshan

Ziyang
Chongqing

Shenzhen

Guangzhou

Foshan

Yongzhou

Zhaotong

Meishan
Chengdu

Yulin (Shaanxi )

Linfen

Gongzhuling

Beijing

Tier-1 citie s

Selected Tier-2 citie s

Selected Tier-3 citie s

Selected Tier-4 citie s

Based on information for 266 cities; data for 2022 are projected. Cities in China 
are grouped into 4 Tiers based on their economic development and political 
importance. For Tier-1 cities, 2010 nominal urban GDP is >932 billion renminbi; 
for Tier-2 cities, 120 billion-932 billion renminbi; for Tier-3 cities, 22 bilion-120 
billion renminbi; for Tier-4 cities, <22 billion renminbi. 
Figures may not sum to 100% beause of rounding.
Source: McKinsey

Snapshot of Current U.S. 
Marketing Efforts in China



Suqain
Huaibei
Huainan

Zhengzhou

Xiangyang

Chongqing
Chengdu

Guiyang

Zhuzhou

Hengyang1 3
8

4
10

62

7
59
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2. Migration Outside of Major Cities
Oftentimes, marketers looking to break into 

a new market will focus their efforts on large 

metropolitan areas with the biggest populations. 

But the results reveal that U.S. marketers are 

shifting their focus beyond Tier 1 cities, like Beijing 

and Shanghai.

In fact, a whopping 88% of respondents said that 

it’s either extremely or very important to expand 

their marketing and communications efforts 

beyond Tier 1 cities into Tier 2. This echoes a theme 

throughout China in recent years of business 

development stretching beyond the borders of 

major metropolitan areas.

3. The Importance of Thinking Local
Seventy-nine percent of those surveyed have 

enlisted the help of marketing or communications 

agencies with their Chinese marketing endeavors 

as they seek to understand both the value and 

necessity of getting a local perspective. Among 

this group, 67% cite working with local Chinese 

agencies headquartered in China, while an even 

greater 77% work with global agencies that 

possess offices in China.

This insight is particularly important because of 

the starkly different cultural customs of China, 

with significant nuances that stretch across its 

34 provinces. The country’s vast size and distinct, 

contextual cultures greatly contribute to its 

standing as a major growth market.

Business Impact Relationship health

Individual-first Society first

Results-driven Process-Oriented 

Straight-talking Implied comms

Time is Chronological Time is a Cycle
Cultural Differences West vs East
Source: drcom

China’s Top Emerging Cities

In The West  In The East
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4. The Influence of Social Media
Eighty-five percent of respondents say that using “social 

advancement” when marketing brands in China is extremely 

or very important. That’s because Chinese consumers 

typically skew younger and more tech savvy, with on-

demand apps available for just about anything. 

WeChat and Weibo are China’s top social media platforms, 

renowned for their ease and effectiveness. U.S. marketers 

are desperately trying to tap into these channels to 

appeal to Chinese audiences. The catch here is that these 

dominating, top-performing social and digital channels are 

all mutually exclusive, making it extremely difficult 

for marketers to track user data and create 

effective campaigns based on an all-round view 

of their interests and behaviors.

WeChat
1.15 billion users

Tencent QQ
807 Million users

Weibo
480 Million users

China’s Leading Social Media Platform  | Source: Statistica

67% 77%

37%

10%
1%

Local Chinese 
agencies

(headquartered in 
China)

Global agencies 
with Chinese 

offices

Global agencies 
with no Chinese 

offices, but 
global expertise

Agencies 
located

only in the 
U.S.

I don’t know

Type of marketing and comms 
agencies enlisted by U.S. Marketers

Collaborate with
marketing or
communication
agencies for China
marketing efforts

79%
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Exposing the U.S.-China 
Knowledge Gap

One of the most striking discrepancies our survey 

discovered was the overuse or oversimplification 

of marketing tactics compared against their actual 

success rate in China. While 80% of U.S. marketers 

report they completely or mostly understand 

marketing practices in China, 23% feel it is either 

extremely or very difficult to market in this country. 

A lack of transparency in China’s marketing industry 

is the most cited barrier to U.S. marketing efforts 

(according to 77% of respondents), while nearly one 

in five U.S. marketers admit they have little to no 

understanding of China’s marketing practices at all. 

China’s unique social and e-commerce platforms play 

a crucial role in its marketing landscape, but almost 

a third (30%) of U.S. marketers have little or no 

familiarity with them.

What’s evident is a stark contrast between actual 

U.S. understanding of the Chinese market and the 

success they feel they are achieving in the country. 

This knowledge gap is made all the more alarming 

by the fact that an overwhelming number of U.S. 

marketers—88% to be precise—feel very confident 

in their ability to accurately measure marketing 

campaigns in China. This is despite their self-

proclaimed lack of knowledge, expertise or clarity on 

the Chinese market and effective marketing tactics 

within the country.

Nearly one in five U.S. 
marketers admit they have 
little to no understanding 
of China’s marketing 
practices at all
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Feel very confident in their ability to 

accurately measure marketing campaigns in 

China

88% It’s clear that marketing is not a 

rinse and repeat operation when 

it comes to appealing to Chinese 

audiences. And yet, 41% of U.S. 

marketers apply the exact same 

marketing plans in China as they 

do domestically, despite the 

vast differences in platforms, 

demographics and culture 

between the two markets. 

Nowhere is this more apparent 

than the usage of Bing as part of 

search marketing efforts (utilized 

by 69% of respondents) over 

China’s more widely used Baidu. 

This disconnect highlights wasted 

marketing efforts and investment 

by U.S. marketers when it comes 

to accurately targeting and taking 

advantage of the platforms 

most used by Chinese audiences. 

While U.S. marketers are slowly 

starting to catch up and become 

more aware of the strategies and 

platforms that actually work and 

appeal in China, there are still 

many obstacles preventing them 

from achieving true, irrevocable 

success.

66%

41%

Of U.S. marketers have 

little or no knowledge 

of e-commerce 

landscape in China

1/3
Online retail

transactions in China

Source: Export.gov

1.33 Trillion

Y e t

Baidu
Use Bing for paid 
search marketing

is China’s leading 
search engine (70%
market share).

Apply same marketing
plans for China as in
the U.S.

Differences
in use of platforms, 
according to 
demographics 
and culture
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Marketing Challenges 
in China

Unsurprisingly, this knowledge gap doesn’t represent 

the sole obstacle standing in the way of marketing 

success in China. Whereas 71% of companies are 

currently marketing in China or have plans to in 

the foreseeable future, 19% of respondents claim 

they lack sufficient understanding of marketing 

practices in China, which undoubtedly explains their 

reticence to broach this market. Even amongst 

those companies that are currently focusing their 

marketing efforts in this region, China presents a 

number of challenges and uncertainties.

For example, 77% of respondents agree that a 

lack of transparency in China’s marketing and 

communications industry is a key barrier to their 

marketing efforts. In fact, 17% site this perceived 

lack of transparency as the biggest challenge 

their company faces or will face when it comes to 

marketing in China.

More than 60% of respondents feel it’s somewhat, 

very or extremely difficult to market in China. And 

with China’s reliance on emerging and unique social 

media platforms that lack the more global ubiquity of 

platforms like Facebook and Twitter, it’s unsurprising 

that U.S. marketers are failing to harness locally 

important marketing tools. 

agree that a lack of 
transparency in China’s 
marketing industry is a 
key barrier

77%

feel it’s somewhat, very 
or extremely difficult to 
market in China

60%
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These aren’t the only roadblocks U.S. marketers 

are facing as they attempt to market in China. The 

top three challenges when marketing products or 

services in China are increased regulation within the 

country (37%), political relations between the U.S. 

and China (32%) and growing competition from local 

Chinese brands and businesses (23%).

That last challenge is particularly notable as China 

continues to act like a magnet attracting the 

attention of industries and investors both at home 

and abroad, thanks to its regional connectivity and 

synergy. What’s resulting is the rising influence and 

competitive advantage of local Chinese brands over 

U.S. or global brands. 

It’s clear that China represents a fruitful, albeit 

complex, economic opportunity for most marketers. 

But the findings also reveal that U.S. marketers 

are a bit underprepared and overzealous with their 

marketing efforts in the country.

There are clear takeaways to be gleaned from this 

survey that any and all marketers can apply to their 

approach in order to better market to the Chinese. 

Marketing as a practice is a science, but not rocket 

science. It’s a code that’s long been cracked, but one 

that’s in need of constant updating, as technology, 

cultural ideals and audience behaviors and interests 

evolve  over time.

Rising influence and 
competitive advantage of 
local Chinese brands over 
U.S. or global brands
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Achieving Marketing
Success in China

As a global digital marketing and communications 

agency, LEWIS is proud to have both a healthy 

presence on the ground in China and to have steered 

multiple clients into success when it comes to 

their Chinese marketing efforts. These are some 

considerations for any marketer looking to 

prosper in China.

There’s No One Marketing Approach
to Rule Them All
One of the most alarming findings from our survey 

is that 41% of respondents said they can apply the 

same marketing plans and approach in China as they 

would in the U.S. That is simply not the case. 

The one variable in any marketing formula is the 

customer, which is why marketing as a practice must 

constantly be adapted in order to achieve success. 

It’s clear U.S. marketers don’t quite understand the 

Chinese market as well as they think.

This knowledge gap, particularly when it comes to 

cultural diversities among China’s consumer base, is 

why many brands aren’t seeing the results they’d like. 

U.S. marketers must educate themselves about local 

concerns and marketing practices throughout all 

regions in China in order to succeed. 
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China’s Consumer Base is Extremely Diverse
Unlike U.S. audiences, Chinese consumers are more 

homogenized and collective. Personalized, individualistic 

campaigns that reap results in the U.S. won’t necessarily 

catch on in China. Understanding the unique motivators 

and desires of Chinese consumers (who are primarily 

governed by cultural principles) will be one of the major 

keys to unlocking success in this market.

For example, despite what many U.S. marketers believe, 

money is becoming more of a factor for the average 

Chinese consumer. In the current economic environment, 

the Chinese middle class is less focused on luxury and 

increasingly motivated by price — opting for brands 

based on price tag rather than where they are produced. 

This represents a massive opportunity for U.S. 

marketers if they approach it thoughtfully, 

strategically and sensitively.

Understanding the Importance 
of 关系 “Guanxi”
Interpersonal relationships (Guanxi) play a huge role in 

all business growth, particularly in China. Establishing 

connections with Chinese brands, corporate stakeholders 

and consumers on a personal level will lead to greater 

levels of trust, awareness and, ultimately, success. 

Relationships in China are primarily rooted in reciprocity. 

In business terms, brands work hard to establish mutually 

beneficial relationships with their customers. A winning 

differentiator for a U.S. brand looking to thrive in the 

Chinese market will be to take this to heart and cultivate 

reliable connections and partnerships where quid pro quo 

is the dominating philosophy over the more American “me, 

me, me!” mentality.
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China’s Social Media Landscape is 
Uncharted Territory
For just how important social platforms are in Chinese 

consumer culture, it’s shocking how little most U.S. 

marketers know about these platforms. China is a market 

of new, emerging social media, and there’s a significant 

gap in awareness about these platforms and their user 

base. Look no further than TikTok, a platform that has 

only recently started to explode in the U.S. but has been 

popular in China for years.

Conversely, websites, which are a huge marketing tool 

in the U.S., play little role in the buying behavior and 

decisions of Chinese consumers. U.S. marketers need to 

explore and immerse themselves in platforms and tools 

like WeChat, Weibo, Tencent and QR codes if they want to 

truly and effectively reach Chinese audiences.

With this insight and knowledge, marketers can better 

equip themselves to succeed in a pivotal emerging market 

that’s becoming rapidly more expensive to do business 

in by the minute. As China continues its path toward 

becoming the next great global economic hub, it’s the 

companies that do their due diligence and take a truly 

methodical, strategic and enlightened marketing approach 

that will ultimately reap the benefits of this vital, 

lucrative market.  
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That’s why it’s so important to work with experts who 

understand China’s complexity, possess an on-the-ground 

footprint and can offer the necessary insight and guidance 

for a successful marketing journey. 

At LEWIS, we’re fascinated by the innovation, 

entrepreneurialism and leadership culture China is 

exhibiting. That’s why we have been active in the country 

for over 25 years and launched the LEWIS Bay to Bay 

series, to support a dialogue and conversation around 

effective marketing between the U.S. and China—

particularly the San Francisco and China Greater Bay 

areas. 

In fact, we are launching a podcast series designed to 

answer the key questions U.S. marketers face when 

operating in China.

To find out more and to subscribe,

visit www.baytobay.com.

https://www.teamlewis.com/bay-to-bay/
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