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TSI strongly believes in the importance of quantitative data when trying to 
analyse and determine 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™ looks at 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 series is based on proprietary TSI 
Navigator™ trend analysis, quantitative analysis, literature reviews, and 
qualitative interviews with industry leaders. It also draws on TSI’s industry 
expertise in semiotics, culture, consumer products, food and beverage, 
wellness, and pharmaceuticals. 

This periodic report shares emerging analysis and perspectives on topical 
trends in the food, beverage, and wellness industries. 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, Taylor Cheung, Golden Huang, 
and John Pabon, with contributions from members of the TSI China team. 
The authors wish to thank TSI and external interviewees, as well as 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 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 that forward-looking statements will prove to be accurate, 
as actual results and future events could differ materially from 
those anticipated in such statements. The company undertakes no 
obligation to update forward-looking statements if circumstances 
or management’s estimates or opinions should change except as 
required by applicable securities laws. The reader is cautioned not to 
place undue reliance on forward-looking statements.

FORWARD-LOOKING STATEMENTS
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He/she. They/them. Ze/zir.

Around the world, the idea of gender as something binary is quickly becoming passé. According 
to Ipsos, half of all American women and 40% of men recognise gender as something fluid. 
Nearly 20% know someone who is transgender, while 2.5% of those between 18 and 24 identify 
as non-binary. Dipanjan Chatterjee from Forrester sums up the state of affairs quite well in 
saying “…this is the new normal. This is not a topic that people discuss and debate; this is life.”

Woe to the marketer who advertises beer only for men or cosmetics only for women. Not only are 
these strategies increasingly seen as out of touch and offensive, but they miss huge segments 
of the market. The recent GenZ Census found 52% of Canadian youth did not feel adequately 
represented in marketing and branding. That’s half of one of the largest demographics. 

In response, global companies are changing their marketing and branding approaches. 
Feminine care brand, Always, recently removed its Venus symbol from packaging in 
recognition trans men can get their periods. Coca-Cola’s 2018 Super Bowl ad used non-
binary pronouns. Television spots for beauty giant Sephora showed how people of all genders 
could use their products. 

Even in China, a relatively conservative society when it comes to gender, we’re seeing the 
blending of femininity and masculinity in product design, marketing, and branding. Of course 
there’s still plenty of pink-for-girls and blue-for-boys traditional marketing. But the emergence 
of a third space has caught many brands by surprise. Understanding the cultural and semiotic 
cues behind what sells to which segment is critical to market success in modern China. 

I’m pleased to present this month’s TSI Navigator™ Compass, which explores the evolving 
world of gender in the Chinese consumer marketplace. Our monthly Compass series will 
continue to explore the most relevant and current topics impacting business success. We hope 
its content proves beneficial to your work in China and the region. 

Happy reading!

Andrew Kuiler
Founder & CEO 

FOREWORD
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Taylor is an analyst with The Silk Initiative. She has a strong passion 
for FMCG marketing, especially in the food and beverage industry, and 
has developed a deep understanding of consumer-based strategic 
marketing in China. Before TSI, Taylor played a brand development 
and promotion role for a well-known French alcohol brand under the 
Carlsberg group.

TAYLOR CHEUNG

Golden works alongside TSI’s portfolio of clients to ensure accurate 
and timely insights, relevant particularly to China’s evolving consumer 
set. An expert in semiotic and anthropological research, Golden 
possesses extensive knowledge in political economy, sociology, 
cultural insights, and creative strategy for branding. This is especially 
acute with visual representation of complex societal trends. 

GOLDEN HUANG

TSI CONTRIBUTORS

Over the past decade, John has examined the societal impacts of 
China’s economic rise and has been honoured as one of the world’s 
top 100 voices on modern China. He also leads TSI’s marketing and 
communications. His previous work includes posts with the United 
Nations, McKinsey, A.C. Nielsen, and as a consultant with BSR, the 
world’s largest sustainability-focused business network. 

JOHN PABON

A true global citizen, William brings a unique combination of 
strategy and design to the table, working alongside TSI’s global 
client portfolio to realise their brand visions. This is supported by a 
focus on design-led thinking, meaning the insights he provides are 
always backed by what consumers actually want. Prior to TSI, he 
founded design agency DesignWB. 

WILLIAM BRENNER
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Since the dawn of modern advertising in the 
1950s, brand positioning has often been split 
right down the gender divide. This starts at 
birth, where the youngest consumer segment 
is given a toy based on whether they are a boy 
or a girl. Rough-and-tumble truck sets, action 
figures, and sports equipment are the purview 
of boys, while tea sets, frilly dresses, and dolls 
are meant for girls. Advertising that comes 
along with all these products, whether blatantly 
in commercials or more subtlety in children’s 
programming, keeps pushing gendered-products 
through adolescence and into adulthood. 

Traditional ideas of masculinity and femininity 
have largely driven Chinese marketing for 
decades as well. Over the past five years, 
though, we’ve seen a shift in societal attitudes 
towards traditional roles for men and women. 
The increase of women holding positions of 
influence, whether culturally, politically, or in 
businesses, is forcing a wider conversation on 
women’s empowerment. Their individuality, 

HE VS. SHE: 
THE EVOLUTION 
OF GENDER-BASED 
MARKETING IN CHINA

decision-making power, and spending capacity 
are also influencing how brands use their 
advertising money. Hard-hitting ads, like those 
from SK-II and Chando, attempt to smash 
stereotypes and are pushing a new generation 
of Chinese marketing. 

Speaking of smashing stereotypes, China 
is also witnessing a rapid increase in non-
binary advertising. Soft masculinity, tomboys, 
and little fresh meat are all new terms 
entering the lexicon of Chinese marketing. 
Male e-commerce and live-streaming stars 
demonstrate how to put on the hottest make-
up brands. Androgynous female pop idols and 
brand ambassadors have become faces of their 
generation. While there has been blowback 
against this segment of society, particularly 
by conservative mouthpieces in Beijing, the 
non-binary set is quickly becoming a segment 
to cater to. Even the All-China Women’s 
Federation said people should not be defined by 
how they look.

“No matter what kind of persona style 
or quality he or she chooses to present, 

whether it is strong-willed or gentle, 
that doesn’t stop them from being an 

excellent person.”
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HE VS. SHE: THE EVOLUTION OF GENDER-BASED MARKETING IN CHINA

This evolution, evident in many countries around 
the world, points to a desire for authenticity 
in marketing. With so many people expressing 
unique gender identities beyond the binary, 
brand positioning has had to expand its scope. 
The question becomes how to market to a new 
and evolving segment. In China, this issue is 
no less prevalent. Brand positioning, package 
design, and advertising are all fields littered 
with the potential for missteps. Understanding 
the semiotic cues that resonate with different 
segments can help companies avoid potential 
problems. That could include looking at cultural 
and historical cues, colour, tambour, and the 
overall tone of a message. 

But, as once very distinct lines begin to blend, 
how are brands supposed to adapt? In this 
edition of the TSI Navigator™ Compass, we 
look at the semiotic cues most resonant with 
male, female, and non-binary segments of 
Chinese consumers.  

To answer this, 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. A foresight 
feature allows users to crystal ball what 
consumers will care about in the future, 
while emotional heatmaps profile a variety of 
the touchpoints driving consumer purchase 
behaviour. 

For the purposes of this analysis, we looked 
at proprietary data on consumer reactions 
to semiotic cues across 10 categories. These 
cues could include aspects such as colour, 
texture, flavouring, and more. Our cohort was 
a respondent pool of 1,200 people between the 
ages of 20 and 59, with a particular focus on 
those aged 20 to 32 in tier 1 cities in mainland 
China. The sample included an even split in 
income levels and family types to provide a 
balanced analysis. We also capitalised on our 
in-depth understanding of Chinese consumer 
behaviour, qualitative interviews with experts, as 
well as extensive work in semiotics, new product 
development, branding, and packaging design. 

NOTE ON TSI NAVIGATORTM 
HEATMAP TECHNOLOGY

Our analysis includes the use of heatmap technology. The Hotspex heat map is a 
comprehensive collection of associations to help you understand the specific emotional 
attributes that 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 
what their brand’s right emotional space is.
Within each of these 8 zones, the map can be divided 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 that 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 section in the middle is 
much more contextual and indicative of what can be used to differentiate brands. 
This is where associations should be matched up with brand values to give brands 
associations to target. 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 the 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.
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of being of high quality, trendy, and safe. This 
indicates that male consumers prefer products 
which are premium in nature, speaking to the 
cues of being a renaissance man. Secondary 
cues manifest in an emotional desire to take 
responsibility, possibly of one’s family, through 
the desire for safe goods. 

There are several specific cues brands 
can consider in their packaging design and 
marketing strategies for male consumers 
in China. 

• To resonate well with male consumers, 
stick with the traditional. Popular 
advertisements keep masculinity front-
and-centre.

• Men should be confident, refined, and 
sophisticated in image, voice, and product 
choice. 

• Messaging should push camaraderie and 
celebration.

• Lean into hyper-masculine messaging (i.e.: 
“smell like a real man” or “no more rules.”)

• Don’t forget about the importance of 
responsibility, particularly of family and 
livelihood. 

The traditional, hyper-masculine image of what 
makes a real man still dominates messaging in 
China. People prefer to see a positive, confident 
character who is independent, trustworthy, and 
successful. Cues favour the notions of hard 
work as this then alludes to providing for one’s 
family, the traditional hallmark of a man. These 
elements are highly evidenced in television and 
movies, where military prowess, working hard, 
and hitting the gym are far more important than 
hitting the books. 

As we’ll see with feminine advertising, though, 
there is a bit of a twist on this. Brands are 
doubling down on aspirational messaging, 
particularly as a response to outmoded images 
of the Chinese male as lacking a certain 
cultural refinement. They are really pushing 
the image of a renaissance man, one who is 
travelled, cosmopolitan, and sophisticated. 
Successful brands are those that can connect 
their proposition with cues of connoisseurship, 
craftsmanship, and taste. Today’s Chinese male 
consumer will only accept the best. 

Proprietary TSI Navigator™data shows purchase 
intent scores for various products, which 
we can examine based on gender. For male 
consumers, those products with the highest 
purchase intent scores rate well in impressions 

A REAL 
RENAISSANCE MAN

Key points to remember

• Traditional images of masculinity are still prevalent in Chinese marketing. 
• These are balanced with a push in aspirational imagery around worldliness and refinement. 
• Male consumers prefer products that demonstrate being premium or high-quality.
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“Duan Yihong’s a great actor. If he drinks this wine, 
then it must be tasty!”

“I like advertisements and products that show men 
dressed in trendy, smart casual clothes. If they can 

tell the story behind a product, even better.” 

“A modern man should look fit with his clothes on 
and show off his muscles when his clothes are off.”

This map shows some of the semiotic cues 
that resonate with male consumers. You can 
see the majority of these relate to success, 
competence, and being likeable. There is 
also resonance in messages around being an 
inspiring leader and having fun. On the negative 
side, cues around being manipulative, arrogant, 
and selfish do come up, but minimally.

A REAL RENAISSANCE MAN
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• To resonate well with female consumers, 
your messaging should balance a cute 
tonality with lifestyles of modern women.  

• Ensure your protagonists are interacting 
with your product directly, such as through 
holding, eating, or drinking.

• Push happy, cute, and care-free emotions or 
messaging.

• Soft colour hues are your friend. Whites and 
pinks still dominate the market. 

• Consider how your brand pack or message 
promotes the idea of celebration. Female 
consumers resonate well with celebratory 
moments of joy, particularly with friends. 

When we look at the semiotic cues that 
resonate best with female consumers, it’s all 
about women’s empowerment with Chinese 
characteristics. Here we see a mix of the ultra-
feminine with hints of power, independence, 
and modernity. Today’s female consumers want 
products that speak to their self-expression. 
Although not content with traditional societal 
roles, adding in elements of Chinese culture 
can bring about big wins for brands. Take, for 
example, the innocent-looking student drinking 
a trendy beverage while practicing her kung 
fu. This interesting combination of cues shows 
strength without sacrificing femininity. 

Exploring proprietary TSI Navigator™ data, 
we find products with the highest purchase 
intent scores for women are those that are 
aesthetically pleasing and on trend. This speaks 
to the importance of having the right semiotic 
cues when designing packs and messaging. 
Whether that’s in the colour palette you use, or 
the advertising copy you produce, pay attention 
to these details. What’s more, don’t simply rely 
on the traditional cues all your competitors are 
using. Inject elements like cuteness and purity 
with a sense of individualism and trendiness to 
make your products stand out. 

There are several specific cues brands can 
consider in their packaging design and marketing 
strategies for female consumers in China. 

EMPOWERING 
THE FEMININE

Key points to remember

• Semiotic cues focus on women’s empowerment with Chinese characteristics.
• Individualism and self-expression are important elements for female consumers.
• Inject the traditional pieces of feminine messaging with on-trend pieces to 
   differentiate your product or brand.
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“It would be great if a brand could offer me different 
options to help my individual decision-making 

process.”

“I like how they’re dressed in this commercial, with 
traditional Chinese hair styles but in 

trendy sportswear.”

“I love the sakura-flavour coffee as it’s quite unique.” 

EMPOWERING THE FEMININE

This map shows some of the semiotic cues 
that resonate with female consumers. 
You’ll notice many of these relate to 
connectedness, evidenced by their gathering 
in the centre of the map. These are cues 
around reliability, competence, and likeability. 
Moving out from the centre, we see cues on 
individualism and leadership. There are also 
elements, like being streetwise, which speak 
to being a modern woman. 
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female consumers. Sentiment among this 
segment indicates they love to see beautiful 
men demonstrating their knowledge on 
female lifestyles. This is particularly evident in 
cosmetics, where make-up tutorials by men are 
quite popular. Chinese female consumers also 
find “tomboy” brand ambassadors to be more 
trustworthy. 

There are several specific cues brands can 
consider in their packaging design and marketing 
strategies for non-binary audiences in China. 

• To resonate well with non-binary 
consumers, your messaging should balance 
confidence with a quirky sense of fun.  

• Gender play, and tongue-in-cheek 
portrayals of traditional roles, are important 
parts of positioning. Male protagonists 
should embrace femininity while female 
protagonists should lean in to male bravado. 

• Big, bold colours are evident in non-binary 
advertising and design. 

• Confident phrases like “I am my own fan” 
resonate well. 

• Underpinning all of this is a message of 
equality, regardless of gender identity. 

For many Chinese consumers, authenticity is 
the name of the game. Where we once saw 
consumers all clamouring to fit in with the latest 
trends and hot products, there is now a sizable 
segment who want to forge their own path. This 
segment of consumers want to imbue more fun 
into the products they like. Perhaps that’s why 
they shy away from the traditional, particularly 
when it comes to male and female gender roles. 
They don’t ascribe to traditional notions of male 
or female products, packaging, or advertising. 
Instead, they ignore convention because they’re 
confident in who they are.

You can see this in some of the more popular 
figures in gender-neutral advertising. Pop star 
Li Yuchun has used her tomboy image to outsell 
Beyoncé. Recognizing this, Gucci engaged Li as 
one of their newest brand ambassadors. The 
growth of the “little fresh meat” set, men who 
are more beautiful than women, includes names 
like Joker Xue, Wang Kai, and Jackson Yee. All 
of these men are faces of major international 
cosmetic brands. In 2017, L’Occitane’s APAC 
president called out Xue as being the reason 
behind the company’s tremendous sales growth 
that year. 

What’s clear, though, is that those brands using 
non-binary marketing still typically target 

KNOWING 
WHO YOU ARE

Key points to remember

• While non-binary advertising is supposed to be gender neutral, the target market is still 
   female consumers. 
• Confidence, bold colours, and fun are central to this space. 
• This is a highly nuanced area. Brands engaging in non-binary advertising need to be very 
   careful about cultural sensitivities.
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“I trust Li Jiaqi because he is so diligent in picking 
out the right lipstick brands.”

“Dou Jingtong is a very talented musician, and also 
looks like a cool boy.”

“I don’t like to watch those beautiful girls in the 
competition. They all look the same, and pretty fake 

too. I like the rocker girl with the short hair.”

KNOWING WHO YOU ARE
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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. 

As an insights-driven brand consultancy with 
decades of expertise within the packaged 
food and beverage industry, we pride 
ourselves on helping our clients achieve 
exceptional growth. Our solutions, products, 
and services get them there.

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

Discover. Whether it’s about short-term brand diagnostic work or a more 
comprehensive brand positioning understanding, we take a 360-degree look at the 
category, your consumers, competitors, and best-in-class approaches to guide brands 
like yours. This provides a complete assessment of the present opportunities and future 
risks facing your brand, 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 as a business to maximise your 
market potential.

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. 

TSI is one of the world’s few food and beverage specialists 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.
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