
18   July–September 2011  chinabusinessreview.com

Young Chinese, who have more discretionary income and brand awareness, will become the main body of consumers in the next decade.
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ince China started its “reform and opening” 
policy in 1978, its economy has expanded 
rapidly, and most leading international retailers 
and manufacturers have entered the China 
market. Some foreign companies are hesitant to 

enter the market, however, because they do not understand 

Chinese consumers and their shopping habits. Despite the 
country’s rapid economic rise, China’s regions have 
developed at different rates, and consumer trends vary 
greatly among different groups and regions. Understanding 
the preferences and mindset of consumer groups is the key 
to successfully expanding a retail business in China.

Older consumers may value price over quality, 
but younger generations are increasingly willing to pay 

premiums for higher-end products.

Understanding 
Chinese Consumers
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FoCuS: CHANGING TASTES

Chinese consumer groups
In the past three decades, Chinese consumers’ shopping 

habits have changed dramatically as incomes have risen and 
new products and concepts have entered the China market. 
Consumer habits continue to evolve today, and examining 
generations of consumers can reveal certain shopping 
trends. Planet Retail has found that the older generation 
generally maintains “traditional” spending habits, middle-
aged Chinese oscillate between tradition and new trends, 
and the younger generation is becoming 
more Westernized and quality conscious. 

Generally, Chinese consumers develop 
shopping habits in their youth and keep 
these habits through adulthood. Though 
increased wealth can change some 
preferences, such as beverage and snack food 
preferences, most Chinese consumers’ habits 
are identified by their objective living 
conditions and limited earnings. The 
current Chinese consumer population can 
be separated into several groups with 
distinguishing characteristics.

Frugal retired
Born before 1960, most of these Chinese 

consumers grew up in tough political and 
economic times, did not receive systematic 
education, and worked at state-owned enterprises. The 
difficult environment during their early lives made these 
individuals frugal and sensitive toward changes in consumer 
goods prices.

Wealthy retired
This group experienced difficulties similar to the frugal 

retired consumers, but wealthy retired individuals primarily 
worked in government and government-funded enterprises 
that provided higher wages and better retirement benefits. 
Though many of these consumers are frugal, they are less 
price-sensitive and often value quality more than cost.

In the next 5–10 years, spending habits of Chinese 
consumers who are older than 50 will change slightly. These 
consumers will increase spending on groceries as the 
government raises retirement pensions in line with inflation 
rates. Though they will consume healthcare and 
entertainment products, their children will likely buy these 
products for them. 

Frugal forties
These consumers, who grew up during the Cultural 

Revolution (1966–76) and early stage of the reform era, 
swing between tradition and new trends. They work in 
various companies—state-owned, private, and foreign-
invested—and earn modest incomes. These consumers 
generally save a large proportion of their earnings to take 
care of their children and parents.

Wealthy forties
These consumers share the same background as the frugal 

forties, but they work for the government or large state-
owned enterprises and have slightly higher incomes. Though 
they must also raise children and look after their parents, they 
are willing to pay premiums for quality products.

In the next decade, consumers in their forties will have 
fewer childcare responsibilities and expenses. These 
consumers will thus increase spending on entertainment, 
groceries, travel, and high-quality and healthcare products.

Thirties
Many consumers in this group are well-

educated and grew up in a more open 
environment than their parents. Compared 
with older generations, Chinese in their 
thirties save less, spend more on 
entertainment, and often shop online. 
They also pursue value and quality rather 
than low prices. These individuals will 
become the most important consumers in 
the next decade, buying for their parents, 
children, and themselves.

Twenties
Consumers in the first generation of the 

one-child policy have opposite shopping habits from their 
parents. These consumers barely save and spend most of their 
income on entertainment, advanced electronics, and other 
trendy products. They often shop online and look for products 
that help distinguish their personalities. They can also be 
impulse buyers. As consumers in their twenties age and start 
new families, their shopping habits may become slightly more 
conservative, though they will still favor high-quality and 
convenient products and spend more on groceries than 
previous generations. 

New generation
The new generation of consumers (under the age of 20)

is the most Westernized and open to new products. These 
consumers pursue individualism and often use the Internet 
to follow global trends. Though most in this group do not 
yet earn an income, they significantly influence their 
parents’ decisions on food, clothing, electronics, and other 
purchases. Social media is an effective marketing tool to 
reach this group of consumers (see the CBR, January–March 
2011, p.28).

Migrant workers
Migrant workers (generally 25–45 years old) are rural 

residents who moved to the cities for jobs starting in the 
1990s. They can be even more frugal than elderly consumers, 
buying only the necessities and saving money to send 
remittances to their families in rural areas. Many migrant 
workers are expected to see a big increase in incomes and 

■ Most older shoppers in China 
are frugal, but the new generation 
of consumers is willing to pay more 
for high-quality and foreign brands.
■ As incomes rise, Chinese 
consumers will spend more on 
nonessentials, such as cosmetics, 
snack foods, and toys.
■ Successful retailers in China must 
understand consumers’ changing 
tastes and sensitivity to packaging, 
price, and product safety.

Quick glance
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move their families to the cities in the future. They will 
significantly increase spending on groceries once they 
receive city household registration, or hukou, status and 
fully integrate into city life. Migrant workers’ 
consumption levels are unlikely to match that of their 
urban peers, however.

The rich
There are more than 1 million Chinese with assets over 

$1.5 million, and the number is increasing rapidly. Rich 
consumers (generally 20–60 years old) are fairly 
concentrated in large urban areas, with Beijing, Guangdong, 
and Shanghai housing about half of this group. These 
individuals are successful entrepreneurs, top managers, and 
business owners. They pursue the best products available, 
particularly imports, and are the perfect candidates for 
marketing new products. Premium supermarkets have 
already emerged in China to provide high-quality products 
to wealthy consumers (see p.22).

Fast-growing consumer product categories
As incomes increase and the young generation becomes 

the main body of consumers, the Chinese will gradually 
turn from buying only basic necessities to leading 
comfortable, high-quality lifestyles. Planet Retail expects the 
following consumer product categories to expand rapidly in 
the next 5–10 years.

Toys
The younger generation of parents is more willing than 

older generations to pay for toys. New parents tend to buy 
Western brands for their children, as they perceive those 
toys to be safer than Chinese ones.

Convenience foods
The young generation spends significantly less time 

cooking than their parents and instead turns to restaurants 
and convenience foods, such as microwave meals and 
instant noodles. Many Chinese do not consider Western 
convenience food appetizing, though it is generally easier 
to prepare than Chinese convenience food. Many local 
companies are researching how to make Chinese food 
more convenient.

Pet products
Many Chinese consumers own pets—mostly cats and 

dogs—but few spend money on pet products, such as food 
and toys. Instead, they make these items at home. The new 
generation, however, is wealthier and has less time to make 
“do-it-yourself ” products. As this generation ages, the 
consumption of pet products will rise.

Personal care products
The consumption of personal care products in China 

remains low, but this market has great potential for growth. 
For example, most Chinese men do not wear cologne and 
most Chinese buy shampoo without conditioner. As 
incomes increase, more Chinese consumers will be able to 
afford non-essential personal care products—especially 
cosmetics and men’s personal care products. 

Wine and whisky
Wine and whisky have broken traditional alcohol 

preferences in China, as the young generation seeks 
alternatives to strong traditional spirits, such as baijiu (see 
p.24). Wealthy consumers often flaunt their status by 
drinking high-end wine while lower-income consumers 
drink local beer. Though traditional alcoholic drinks will 

figure 1: grocery Store Preferences of Chinese Consumer groups,* 2010

   Wet markets Hypermarkets Supermarkets Convenience Premium Online Specialty Shopping Department  
     stores supermarkets stores stores malls stores

Frugal retired
(>50 years old) 5 4 2 0 0 0 0 1 3

Wealthy retired 4 4 3 1 1 0 1 4 4

Frugal forties 5 4 2 0 0 0 0 4 3

Wealthy forties 4 5 3 2 1 0 1 4 4

Thirties  2 5 4 3 2 3 3 4 2

Twenties  1 4 3 4 3 5 3 4 1

New generation 1 4 3 4 3 5 2 4 1
(<20 years old) 

Migrant workers 5 3 1 1 0 1 0 1 3
(25–45 years old) 

The rich  1 2 3 3 4 1 3 4 1
(20–60 years old) 

*Based on a scale of zero to five, with five being the highest likelihood that the consumer will shop at the store. 
Source: Planet Retail
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still dominate the China market in most places, big cities 
and their young wealthy consumers will contribute to a fast 
rise in wine and whisky sales.

Snack foods
The young generation will spend more than their parents 

on snacks for themselves and their children. Traditional 
Chinese snacks, such as roasted sunflower seeds and dried 
sweet potatoes, are generally made by small local factories. 
But recent food and product safety scares have led some 
Chinese consumers to view food products made by such 
factories as unsafe or unclean. The market for Western snack 
foods, such as chocolate products and potato chips, will 
expand as young consumers fancy these snacks more than 
traditional Chinese ones (see p.28). 

Health food and products
Though health food and products are still generally 

expensive, Chinese consumers are paying more attention than 
ever to their health. Most elderly and low-income Chinese 
consumers turn to natural solutions and Chinese herbal 
medicine while younger and wealthier consumers often look 
to Western products, which are generally pre-prepared.

Baby products
Older generations raised their babies with self-supplied 

products—such as cotton diapers and homemade baby 
food—but younger generations will rely on disposable 
diapers and canned baby food. New parents and 
grandparents hope to buy the best products possible for 
their children, especially given recent food safety concerns. 
For example, after the Sanlu Group melamine-tainted milk 
incident in 2008, most parents interviewed said they no 
longer trusted local brands of infant formula and would buy 

imported brands if they can afford them. In addition, many 
new parents will turn to Western baby products because the 
variety of traditional Chinese baby products is limited. 
Many young parents are already buying baby products 
online from US and European producers.

Auto products
Personal car ownership in China remains low but is rising 

quickly. Many Chinese consumers cannot afford expensive 
cars, but they will spend money on products—such as 
cushions, gadgets, and tinted window films—to improve 
their cars’ appearance. In addition, short car trips are 
gaining popularity as many Chinese drive out of the city on 
weekends for picnics, hikes, and other leisure activities. As a 
result, consumption of related products, such as disposable 
silverware and convenience food, will also rise.

Products for the elderly
In the next 5–10 years, China’s population of senior 

citizens will reach 250 million, close to the entire 
population of the United States (see the CBR, April–June 
2011, p.32). Though these elderly consumers’ incomes will 
not increase significantly, their children will look after them 
and buy them health food and elderly care products.

Mid-range products
Because of high consumer demand for low prices, many 

retailers in China stock cheap products and have little 
space for mid-range or high-end items. Though retailers 
have tried to fill the gap with private labels, few have done 
so successfully. Consumers are concerned about the safety 
of cheap goods and are willing to pay slightly more for safe 
food products, but many shoppers think the private labels 
and other mid-range products they have tried are not 

figure 2: food Product Preferences of Chinese Consumer groups,* 2010

 fresh produce Packaged food Convenience food Health food Organic food Private labels Environmentally   
       friendly products

Frugal retired 5 1 1 3 0 3 0

Wealthy retired 5 2 2 4 1 2 1

Frugal forties 5 1 1 3 0 3 0

Wealthy forties 4 2 2 4 1 2 2

Thirties 3 3 4 3 1 2 2

Twenties 3 4 4 2 1 1 2

New generation 2 5 4 2 1 0 2

Migrant workers 5 2 2 1 0 2 0

The rich 3 3 2 4 4 0 2

*Based on a scale of zero to five, with five being the highest likelihood the consumer will buy the product.
Source: Planet Retail
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When Chinese Vice President Xi 
Jinping visited the United States in 
February, he made a stop at Rick and 
Martha Kimberley’s farm just outside 
of  Des Moines in Maxwell, Iowa. Their 
son, Grant Kimberley, who is director 
of  market development at the Iowa 
Soybean Association, told Xi that Iowa 
could be a reliable trading partner, and 
Kimberley said Xi emphasized the 
importance of  building lasting relation-
ships between the United States and 
China. On that same trip, China signed 

a deal to purchase $4.3 billion worth of  
soybeans from the United States.

Xi had been to Iowa once 
before—27 years ago as a low-ranking 
government official from Hebei prov-
ince—after the state of  Iowa and 
Hebei had established their sister-state 
relationship. Now, Xi is expected to 
become president sometime in the 
next year, and Kimberley says the soy-
bean business with China is booming 
because Iowa has become a trusted 
partner for the Chinese.

“China is a huge market for us,” he 
says. Iowa is the largest soybean pro-
ducing state in the United States. The 
state’s efforts account for approximate-
ly 15 percent of  all soybeans grown. 
About 55 percent of  all soybeans grown 
in the United Sates are exported, and 
in 2011 roughly 60 percent of  US soy-
bean exports—or about a quarter of  all 
soybeans grown in the United States—
went to China, according to the Iowa 
Soybean Association. Soybeans are the 
United States’ single largest export to 

From Cars to Soybeans, US
Exports to China Are Booming
BY BEN BADEN

PRC VICE PRESIDENT XI JINPING, 
left, visits a farm in Maxwell, 
Iowa during his visit to the United 
States. He is accompanied by 
Rick Kimberley, the farm’s owner, 
US Secretary of Agriculture Tom 
Vilsack, and US Ambassador to 
China Gary Locke. 

While Washington negotiates with Chinese leaders, local 
governments and businesses are making deals in China.

FOCUS: TRADE AND INVESTMENT
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China. In 2011, US companies shipped 
$10.5 billion worth to China, and experts 
expect that number to keep growing.

In 1982, the American Soybean Association 
opened an office in Beijing. Back then, China 
was a net exporter of  soybeans. But in the 
1990s, because of  its growing population and 
lack of  arable land, China was forced to start 
importing some agricultural products like 
soybeans. Soybeans are used in a range of  
products, including animal feed, and as 
China’s middle class grows so does its appetite 
for meat. 

DURING RECESSION, EXPORTS 
SHIFT TO CHINA

Iowa is not alone in its exporting success. 
While the Obama administration and 
Congress wrestle with China on overarch-
ing issues such as currency manipulation, 
intellectual property rights protection, and 
what the United States sees as other unfair 
trade practices, states and cities across the 
country are ramping up and succeeding in 
their efforts to export to China. Even 
though the US trade deficit with China 
remains wide, US exports to China have 
exploded over the last decade. 

Between 2000 and 2011, total US exports 
of  goods to China rose 542 percent, from 
$16.2 billion to $103.9 billion, according to 
the US-China Business Council’s 2011 state 

export report (see p.27). Total exports to the 
rest of  the world increased only 80 percent 
during this period. The growth in exports to 
China by value exceeds every other market 
except Canada. “In terms of  growth rates, 
exports to China have blown away all of  the 
other major markets,” says Daniel Anthony, 
research director at the Trade Partnership, a 
consulting firm in Washington, DC.  “Export 
growth rates to China since 2000 more than 
triple those of  any other country among the 
top 15 destinations for US exports.”

With slow growth at home, US exports to 
emerging economies like China help drive 
the US economic recovery. In fact, the 
growth of  US exports of  goods and services 
in 2010 was the fastest single-year growth of  
US exports on an inflation-adjusted basis 
since 1997, according to Emilia Istrate, 
senior research analyst at the Brookings 
Institution in Washington, DC. Much of  
that growth can be attributed to China and 
other emerging economies. For instance, 
Brookings data showed the value of  all US 
exports of  goods and services grew by 11 
percent on an inflation-adjusted basis 
between 2009 and 2010. But over the same 
period, US exports to China increased by 28 
percent on an inflation-adjusted basis. As a 
result, the share of  US exports to China has 
increased from 4.6 percent of  US exports of  
goods and services in 2008 to 6.2 percent in 

STATE
TOTAL AMOUNT OF EXPORTS, 

2011 ($ BILLION) % GROWTH, 2000-11

California 14.2 300

Washington 11.2 489

Texas 10.9 653

Louisiana 7.3 590

New York 4.5 472

Illinois 3.9 631

Pennsylvania 3.5 1,177

Georgia 3.2 873

Oregon 3.2 936

South Carolina 3.0 2,261

Ohio 2.7 838

Michigan 2.7 1,169

North Carolina 2.6 651

Alabama 2.3 1,342

Massachusetts 2.1 316

FOCUS: TRADE AND INVESTMENT
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» About a quarter of 

soybeans grown in  

the United States  

were exported to  

China in 2011. 

» The average Chinese 

tourist spends more than 

$6,000 during a trip to 

the United States. 

» South Carolina exported 

$1.5 billion worth of 

vehicles to China in 

2011, and surpassed 

Michigan as the largest 

auto exporter.

Story Layout -- After



July–September 2012   CHINA BUSINESS REVIEW  25

2010. In contrast, the share of  US 
exports going to the European Union 
dropped from 26.6 percent in 2008 to 
23.6 percent in 2010.

“US exports to China continue to 
grow throughout the recession and the 
recovery,” Istrate says. “Our research 
has shown that the Great Recession 
accelerated the shift of  exports to 
emerging markets like China. There 
has been a growing underlying trend of  
US companies selling goods and ser-
vices into developing countries. The 
Great Recession just gave it a push.”

SELLING TO CHINA’S MIDDLE CLASS
Aside from concerns about a short-

term slowdown in the Chinese econo-
my, Istrate says the key for long-term 
growth in the future is how quickly and 
successfully the Chinese government 
moves to a more consumption-based 
economy, and away from one that is 
reliant on fixed-asset investment and 
exports. “The prize in everyone’s eyes is 
the large and growing Chinese middle 
class,” Istrate says.

President Obama’s National Export 
Initiative, announced in January 2010, 
aims to double US exports by 2014—a 
target that requires at least 15 percent 
average annual growth per year for five 
years. China is among the countries for 
which US exports have exceeded the 
global annual average growth rate of  
18 percent in the National Export 
Initiative’s first two years. “The cost-
benefit equation keeps shifting in favor 
of  American businesses—meaning that 
the cost, the difficulty, and the chal-
lenges of  [selling] to China continue to 
diminish, more slowly than we want 
sometimes—but it’s definitely improv-
ing all the time,” says Frank Lavin, 
founder and global CEO of  Export 
Now, an online service that allows US 
companies to sell their products online 
in China.

Exports of  goods aren’t the only 
bright spot. American companies pro-
vide a lot of  services that cannot be 
shipped over in a box. US exports of  
services in areas such as tourism, law, 
finance, engineering, and architecture 
to China have nearly quadrupled since 
2001. “All of  those types of  research 

and professional services, American 
firms are now doing for the Chinese,” 
Anthony says. In 2010, the latest num-
ber available, American companies 
exported $21 billion worth of  services 
to China. 

Nearly one-third of  all US exports 
are services. The share of  services 
exports is lower in China because many 
services sectors are closed to US com-
panies in China. But there are simple 
policies that could be implemented to 
change that, such as easing visa restric-
tions for Chinese travelers to the United 
States, Istrate says. Travel and tourism 
is the largest export industry in the 
United States, according to the US 
Travel Association. Chinese tourists are 
helping drive that growth. The average 
Chinese tourist spends $6,243 during a 
trip in the United States compared to 
an average of  only $4,000 for all over-
seas travelers.

Whether the goals laid 
out in the National 
Export Initiative are met 
may depend on the suc-
cess state and local gov-
ernments have. “The fed-
eral government has an 
important role to play, 
but ultimately the states 
and local organizations know their com-
panies better,” Istrate says. “The 
National Export Initiative has to become 
more localized. It has to trickle down to 
reach the US companies.” Currently, 
only about 1 percent of  US companies 
export their goods or services.

That’s why Brookings launched its 
Metropolitan Export Initiative to help 
cities develop an export strategy. Four 
pilot metro areas were chosen: Portland, 
Oregon; Syracuse, New York; Los 
Angeles; and Minneapolis-Saint Paul. 
“For too long, the discussion around 
exports has been focused on the macro-
economic policies,” Istrate says. “It’s 
also about services that are provided 
like what type of  trade financing is 
provided to help sell abroad to China 
and other countries.”

BUILDING “GUANXI”
Major metropolitan areas and states 

across the country are organizing trade 

missions to China to showcase their 
products and services. Half  the battle, 
experts say, is building relationships 
and contacts with Chinese officials and 
companies. Because China’s system of  
governance is so decentralized, making 
connections with local officials is cru-
cial. “Most of  the cities in China act 
like small governments in the sense that 
you do need a mayor or a provincial 
head with you when you do business in 
China,” says Bill Cronin, vice president 
at Invest Atlanta, the economic devel-
opment agency in Atlanta. 

In March, Invest Atlanta helped orga-
nize a trade delegation led by Atlanta 
Mayor Kasim Reed that made stops in 
Shanghai; Nanjing, Jiangsu; Hangzhou, 
Zhejiang; and Shenzhen, Guangdong. 
Companies that went on the trip already 
project $125 million in expected sales 
resulting from meetings and discussions 
they had while in China.

The majority of  the Atlanta-based 
companies that made the trip to 
China are in the services sector. 
Global design firm tvsdeisgn traveled 
with the Atlanta delegation. It has 
already helped design two convention 
centers, one in Nanjing and one in 
Beijing, and it’s currently bidding on 
another project near the completed 
Nanjing Conference and Exhibition 
Center. “What we’ve learned is that 
even with the competition, it’s about 
the relationships you’ve built,” says 
Roger Neuenschwander, president of  
tvsdesign. “It’s guanxi, which is loose-
ly translated as ‘relationships.’ You 
work very hard at building relation-
ships, friendships, and trust factors … 
and out of  that you’ll have opportuni-
ties to talk about business relation-
ships. It’s the primary driver of  grow-
ing a business in China.”

 “The prize in everyone’s eyes is the large 
and growing Chinese middle class.”

—Emilia Istrate, senior research analyst 
at the Brookings Institution
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“MADE IN THE USA” REBOUNDS
Cronin says manufacturing compa-

nies in Georgia are also having suc-
cess. Factors such as rising wages in 
China are making the environment in 
the United States much more attrac-
tive for manufacturers. “The main 
thing we’re seeing is that the demand 
for US made goods is increasing to 
the point that you’re seeing the 
Southeast, which is the breadbasket 
for manufacturing in the United 
States right now, doing a lot more 
exporting,” Cronin says. “Those ships 
are not necessarily going back empty 
like they did five or 10 years ago to 
Asia where we were the mass import-
er of  consumer goods.” 

He points to consumer products 
companies like Georgia-Pacific LLC 
and Kimberly-Clark Corp., as well as 
Gulfstream Aerospace Corp. Aircraft 
and paper-related products are the two 

largest exports from Georgia to China. 
Last year, Georgia exported $3.2 billion 
worth of  goods to China. “The demand 
for American goods is very high,” 
Cronin says. “I think we’re starting to 
come to some parity as it relates to 
trade maybe within the next two to 
three to five years at most.” 

A new top car exporter
South Carolina has seen the one of  

the largest percentage increases in 
exports to China in recent years. From 
2000 to 2011, exports from South 
Carolina to China have grown by 2,261 
percent from $127 million in 2000 to 
more than $3 billion in 2011. Clarke 
Thompson, international trade director 
at the South Carolina Department of  
Commerce, attributes that to the $1.5 
billion worth of  vehicles—primarily 
BMWs—South Carolina exported to 
China last year.

Last year, South Carolina surpassed 
Michigan as the largest auto exporter. 
BMW is now the largest exporter of  
vehicles in the United States. “A lot of  
international companies have come 
here over time,” Thompson says. 
“Those companies come here not only 
to serve this market, they’re finding 
that, especially European companies, 
they’re able to make it here for less, and 
re-export it.”

As for exports to China, Thompson 
says China’s middle class can now afford 
to buy nice cars. “The bottom line of  the 
story is the growth of  China’s middle 
class, and the fact that there is money to 
buy these luxury products,” Thompson 
says. “That’s probably been one of  the 
driving factors.” 

Airplane exports rise
Behind soybeans, America’s second 

largest export is civilian aircraft. Last 
year, US companies sold $6.4 billion 

PRC VICE PRESIDENT XI JINPING talks to 
Rick Kimberley, right, and Iowa Gov. Terry 
Brandstad, left, during a visit to Kimberley’s 
farm in Iowa. 
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ANNUAL US STATE EXPORTS TO CHINA 
PASS $100 BILLION FOR THE FIRST TIME

In March, the US-China Business Council (USCBC) 

released its annual report on US state exports to China, 

and China once again is America’s third largest export 

market. As a buyer of US goods, China ranks behind only 

Canada and Mexico—two immediate neighbors with whom 

the United States has a regional free-trade agreement.

In 2011, US exports to China grew by 13 percent, up 

from $91.9 billion in 2010. Since the beginning of the 

decade, which coincides with China’s accession into the 

World Trade Organization, the results have been even 

more striking. Between 2000 and 2011, total US exports 

to China rose 542 percent, from $16.2 billion in 2000 

to a record-breaking $103.9 billion in 2011 (p.24). In 

addition, US exports to China recovered faster after the 

recession than exports to anywhere else in the world.

This nearly $90 billion increase in exports to China from 

2000 to 2011 exceeded the increase to every other market 

for US goods and farm products with the exception of 

Canada. US exports to Canada increased by $102 billion 

over the same period, while US exports to Mexico rose $86 

billion. Brazil was a distant fourth with just a $28 billion 

increase in purchases of US products.

Forty-eight states have registered at least triple-digit export 

growth to China since 2000, far outpacing exports to the 

rest of the world, and 20 of those states have experienced 

quadruple-digit growth. Thirty states count China as one 

of their top three export markets, and 25 states exported 

goods worth more than $1 billion to China in 2011. 

Ten states have at least doubled their exports to China 

since 2009, while three of these states—South Carolina, 

South Dakota, and Vermont—have more than tripled their 

exports to China in the past two years. The list of top 

15 state exporters to China in 2011 includes states not 

usually thought of as benefitting from trade with China: 

Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

and South Carolina. Top exports to China in 2011 

included agricultural products, computers and electronics, 

chemicals, and transportation equipment (primarily 

aerospace and autos). 

—Ben Baden

worth of  aircraft and aircraft parts to China, and most of  
them originated in the state of  Washington thanks to one 
of  the country’s largest exporters, the Boeing Co. Second 
only to California in terms of  its exports to China, 
Washington exported more than $11 billion worth of  goods 
to China last year. Microsoft Corp. also calls the state home, 
and farmers have had success exporting some agricultural 
products. American companies in Washington exported 
$3.8 billion in agricultural products and $450 million in 
computers and electronics to China in 2011. 

Washington businesses are working to diversify their 
efforts. “We’re getting more high-tech firms, specifically 
information technology, aerospace, biotech, medical ser-
vices, clean energy and the environment,” says Joseph 
Borich, president of  the Washington State China Relations 
Council. In March, he helped lead a delegation of  clean-
tech investors to China, most of  which had never visited 
the country before, so they could begin to develop rela-
tionships. “It’s rare to find a company that doesn’t keep an 
eye on China and US-China relations,” Borich says.

Chinese companies set up shop in the    
United States

As one of  the first states to enter China, Maryland 
officials say their efforts are paying off  as the state’s 
exports as well as foreign direct investment from China 
continue to grow (see p.18). Maryland first opened an 
office in Shanghai in 1996. It’s now the state’s largest 
international trade office. Last year, the state sold $666 
million worth of  goods to China. “Without any shadow 
of  a doubt, China is by far the market where Maryland’s 
efforts are the most aggressive,” says Brad Gillenwater, 
regional manager for Asia at the Maryland Department 
of  Business and Economic Development.

Last June, a delegation from Maryland including 
Governor Martin O’Malley travelled to China, Korea, 
and Vietnam. “As a result of  the governor’s trip, we’ve had 
$85 million worth of  investment in Maryland, and it’s 
growing just as a result of  that one effort,” says Maryland 
Secretary of  State John McDonough. For instance, on the 
trip Baltimore-based firm Premier Rides, Inc. struck an 
agreement with the developer of  the new Great Mall of  
China being built outside Beijing to construct the world’s 
tallest indoor roller coaster. 

Gillenwater says it has been a two-way partnership, and 
that more trade will bring more investment. Over the last 
four years, 15 China-based companies have opened 
offices in Maryland, and in April the Export-Import Bank 
of  China, which helps finance Chinese exports to other 
countries, announced it would open its first office in the 
United States in Baltimore. 

“The national arena has national issues,” says Fontaine 
Bell, chair of  the Baltimore-Xiamen Sister City Committee. 
“At the state and local level, the deals get done.”

BEN BADEN (bbaden@uschina.org) is associate editor of CBR.
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