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ABSTRACT 
Gen Z consumers constitute the fastest growing segment in China, a segment which global firms 

seek to attract. Little research has been devoted to study of Mainland Chinese Gen Z, a segment 

which continues to face numerous choice restrictions due to the unique culture and centrally 

planned government. Choice restrictions drive an enduring mindset of extended search and 

desire for choices. Experimental evidence reveals that Chinese Gen Z, relative to Western Gen Z 

consumers, spend more time choosing and avoid brand loyalty for inexpensive branded products, 

both sensory cued and packaged personal products. Retailers’ strategies for targeting the Chinese 

market must offer multiple brands to enable extended search and brand switching. 
Keywords:  choice restriction, brand switching, brand loyalty, Gen Z, Chinese 

1. INTRODUCTION 
     Gen Z and Millennial consumers 35 years and younger will account for 65% of the growth in 

the Chinese middle class and will account for 53% of consumption in China by 2020 (Kuo 

2016).  Understanding how Chinese Gen Z and Millennial consumers behave differently from 

Western Gen Z and Millennial consumers is important for Western retailers seeking to capture 

young Chinese customers.  Mainland Chinese experiences under a centrally planned government 

and rapidly growing, planned economy produce a culture that is unique.  Throughout, Chinese 

born in Mainland China, the focus of this paper, will be referred to as Chinese, for simplicity. 

     Here it is argued that choice restrictions that are unique to Mainland China influence choice 

behaviors distinguishing Mainland Chinese consumers from Western consumers. We expect to 

see evidence of the desire to choose, leading to extended search and longer shopping times, as 

well as choice of a larger variety of brands.  Much has been learned from qualitative research 

focused on Chinese consumers in China (Dong and Tian 2009; Oswald 2010; Schroeder, 

Borgerson and Wu 2014) and in Western host cultures (Cappellini and Yen 2013; Cheung, 
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Anitsal and Anitsal 2007), and surveys of Chinese consumers in China (Brashear, Kashyap, 

Musante and Dontu 2009; Chan 2001; Hu, Fang Gu and Kim (Bennett) Yim 2007; Xiao and Kim 

2009), though little is available to directly compare Mainland Chinese and Western consumers. 

Two exceptions are the survey research of attitudes conducted by Podoshen, Li & Zhang (2011 

and that of Dermody, Hanmer-Lloyd, Koenig-Lewis and Anita Zhao (2015), comparing 

consumers in China and the U.K, where Chinese scored higher on materialism and conspicuous 

consumption scales than their Western counterparts.  

     First choice restriction and the unique culture of young, middle class Chinese is discussed, 

followed by review of choice restriction impacts, the link to the restricted choices encountered in 

China, and the hypothesized impact of a lifetime of restrictions on consumer behaviors.   

Following literature review and presentation of hypotheses, two experiments are described and 

results are presented. Discussion of the implications for marketing practitioners and researchers 

follow, including limitations and suggestions for future research. 

2. Choice Under Restriction 
     Markus and Schwartz (2010) suggest that younger consumers find themselves relatively 

unrestricted in their choices. Chinese Gen Z consumers grow up in a very different environment 

compared to Gen Z consumers in the U.S., Europe, or other Asian countries, The one child 

policy, introduced in 1979, replaced by the two child policy in 2016, and modified to a three 

child policy in 2021.  As a result, most Chinese Gen Z consumers have grown up with few 

choices. Choice constraints in the early lives of Chinese Gen Z children leave them 

inexperienced in making choices compared to Western Gen Z consumers. Many young Chinese 

consumers, today, spent childhoods in poverty (Frank et al.2012). Choice restriction in early life 

may enhance the importance of optimizing benefits later, in adult life (Meng and Nasco 2009). 

Choice restrictions during childhood may lead Chinese Gen Z consumers to value choices more 

and to devote more processing resources and time to those valued choices. 

     From 1950 through the 1980s, after the rebuilding of China and the Cultural Revolution, the 

Chinese economy was centrally planned, and consumer products were limited. With Chinese 

economic development and the Chinese government’s more open policy since the 1980s, 

Chinese consumers have become less constrained in their choices among consumer products. 

However, Chinese consumers are still constrained in some important arenas, such as political 

views, religious beliefs, investments, and the number of children each family can have. It would 

not be surprising if this climate of constrained major choices contributes to the creation of 

mindsets that crave choices and choosing, even among inexpensive consumer goods. 

      The variety of products offered on the Chinese market is significantly less than in the U.S. 

and Europe (Levav, Reinholz and Li 2012). Even though China has many domestic brands, and 

these brands mimic the newest trends in international markets, the diversity of these products is 

still much less than in the West. As a result, for many young consumers, even if they have the 

economic resources to consume more, their choices to consume are limited.  

     Botti et al. (2008) contend that choice restriction influences choice processes. Perhaps, in 

response to major restrictions, Chinese Gen Zs value choosing, and devote more resources and 

time to choosing, when choices are not restricted. For Chinese Gen Zs who have been raised with 

numerous choice restrictions, and continue to face constraints as adults, relatively unrestricted 

choices among consumer package good brands may be more important and savored. 

     Levav et al. (2012) demonstrate that the size of choice set affects consumers’ search 

processes. When offered fewer choice options, participants were more likely to extend search 

and maximize, and that mindset persisted in later searches in unrelated domains (Levav et al. 
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2012). Hung et al. (2007) contend that the priorities developed through life experiences in China 

during formative years may persist throughout their lifetimes. Even when choosing among 

brands of inexpensive goods, they are likely to devote more time and effort. The focus here is on 

inexpensive consumer goods, not affected by family size or food rituals.  If the proposed 

hypotheses hold for such goods, similar impacts in markets for more expensive goods ought to 

be even stronger. 

H1: Chinese Gen Z consumers will devote more time when choosing brands of 

inexpensive consumer goods than Western Gen Z consumers. 

     Young Mainland Chinese consumers may seek to make more choices and to avoid routinized, 

repeated choices of the same brands. Each choice occasion may be associated with increased 

freedom and power (Markus and Schwartz 2010). Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) characterize 

Chinese as low in uncertainty avoidance, relative to Westerners in the U.S. and Europe, a 

distinction observed by Brashear et al. (2009) in a study of internet shoppers. This low 

uncertainty avoidance may contribute to lower brand loyalty and fewer repeat choices. 

Considering multiple brands, rather than repeating brand choices, entails added uncertainty. 

Consequently, if uncertainty avoidance is relatively low among Chinese, and Chinese value more 

choices, we would expect greater tendencies among Chinese, relative to Western consumers, to 

extend choice processes, considering multiple brands in a category on each shopping occasion. 

Frank, et al. (2012) present evidence of an increased tendency among Chinese to switch brands. 

Lane, St-Maurice and Dyckerhoff (2006) note that the new array of low priced consumer 

package goods made recently available in China encourages experimentation rather than loyalty.   

H2: Chinese Gen Z consumers will be more likely to choose a larger variety of brands of 

consumer goods than Western Gen Z consumers. 

3. EXPERIMENT 1:  CHOICE PROCESSES OF CHINESE AND 

WESTERN CONSUMERS IN BRANDED, SENSORY CUED 

NONFOOD PRODUCTS 
3.1 Design 

 An experiment was designed to compare Mainland Chinese and Western Gen Z consumers’ 

choice processes. To control for the impact of prices on brand comparisons and choices, 

participants were asked to choose free samples. Inexpensive consumer goods were chosen, since 

those are not consumed conspicuously and, unlike food choices, are not associated with meal 

rituals or shopping for family members, making brand choices less dependent on self image and 

family circumstance. The products chosen for the shopping experience were examples of 

products in which sensory cues distinguish brands:  lip balm, herb teas, and pens.  

3.2 Participants 

A total of 80 graduate students, Gen Zs, ages twenty-one or twenty-two, 33 born in China, 23 

born in Europe and 24 born in the Americas, participated for research participation credit. All 

students in two graduate classes were invited to participate, and all but two did.  The sample 

controls for academic ability, since all students had to meet rigorous standards to be accepted 

into the program.  All international participants were fluent in English. Women are slightly 

overrepresented, comprising 56% of the sample.   

3.3 Procedure 

Participants were asked to choose two samples from a set of brands in each of the three 

categories of inexpensive, branded consumer sensory goods. Lip balm brands and gel and 

disposable fountain pen brands were displayed in bins, much like those in retail outlets. Organic 

herb tea sachets were displayed in large glass jars, like one sees in some tea shops. Included in 
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the sets in all three categories were popular, global name brands (e.g., Chapstick, Burt’s Bees, 

EOS, Mighty Leaf, Bic, Pentel, Pilot). Lip balm brands included two varieties of each brand, 

such as mint and original, constituting a choice set of nine options. A tester was available for 

each brand option, enabling participants to apply lip balm to their wrists. Three gel and 

disposable fountain pens were offered, each in both black or blue. Pads of paper were 

prominently displayed next to pen samples, to encourage shoppers to try the pen brand testers. 

For each of the two tea brands, three varieties, jasmine, mint and green, were offered, making a 

choice set of six options. Shoppers could open the jars to sniff the tea bags (pyramids). 

Participants could choose two samples of a single, preferred brand in each category, suggesting 

the tendency toward maximizing perceived value and brand loyalty, or they could choose single 

samples of two brands in each category. Participants were assigned to small groups of four to six, 

allowing researchers to restock the samples, and resembling a shopping experience, where other 

consumers are present. Instructions were delivered verbally, by a Chinese speaker to Chinese 

participants, and by an English speaker to Western participants. Participants began a survey on 

Survey Monkey, answering a single question, whether they were Chinese or Western born, 

before shopping, and recording their brand choices. Survey Monkey recorded beginning and 

ending times, providing shopping times. Participants then opened a second survey to answer 

questions about the number of brands in the three categories which they had purchased in the 

past year, a measure of lack of brand loyalty, and whether or not they had tried each of the 

brands available in the shopping experience, to assess brand familiarity. 

3.4 Results 

3.4.1 Time spent choosing sensory goods. An analysis of variance of time spent choosing (in 

seconds) was conducted with brands purchased in the past year, available name brands tried, and 

gender, each moderated by global birth location (China, Americas or Europe). Brands purchased, 

brands tried, and gender were not significant and were removed. Responses from American and 

European participants were not different and were combined to form Western shoppers. 

     Chinese Gen Zs spent more time shopping than their Western counterparts. (F(1,77)=82, p= 
9.38E-14), supporting H1. Results suggest that Chinese Gen Zs would spend 6.0 to 7.0 minutes 

shopping in three sensory categories, while Western Gen Zs would spend just 3.9 to 4.7 minutes. 

3.4.2 Brand switching.  Random coefficient ANOVA was used to pool participants’ responses 

in the three product categories. In addition to a product category factor (teas, pens, lip balm), 

available name brands tried or purchased in the past year, were included. Available brands tried 

or purchased were not significant and were removed. 

     Significant differences in brand switching appear for pen choices. For lip balms and teas, 89 

to 94 percent of shoppers chose two brands, whether Chinese or Western. For pens, Western 

participants were significantly less likely than Chinese participants to choose two distinct brands 

(t(237) = 2.1, p =.018), supporting H2. Brand loyalty, or the repeated choice of a single brand, is 

higher among Western Gen Z consumers than Chinese Gen Z consumers.  Logit results suggest 

that, for pens, 54% to 79% of Western Gen Zs would choose two distinct pen brands; 74% to 

91% of Chinese Gen Zs would choose two unique brands.   

3.4.3 Discussion 

     Chinese Gen Z consumers here spent more time shopping and chose variety over value 

maximization. If a choice option were viewed as offering more value, two samples of that option 

would have been chosen. The greater switching among Chinese consumers is predicted by the 

impact of choice constraints growing up, and not by value maximization. 
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4. EXPERIMENT 2:  CHOICE PROCESSES OF CHINESE AND WESTERN 

CONSUMERS OF INEXPENSIVE PERSONAL CARE BRANDS 
 

4.1 Design 

 A second experiment was designed to compare Mainland Chinese and Western Gen Z 

consumers’ choice processes, this time when shopping for inexpensive, branded personal 

package goods. To control for the impact of prices on brand comparisons and choices, 

participants were asked to choose free samples, removing price and price sensitivity from the 

choice process. Inexpensive consumer package goods were chosen, since those are not consumed 

conspicuously and, unlike food choices, are not associated with meal rituals or shopping for 

family members, making brand choices less dependent on self image and family circumstance.   

4.2 Participants 

A total of 106 students, Gen Zs, ages twenty to twenty-two, 60 born in China, 46 born in Europe 

or North America, participated for research participation credit. Participants were members of 

two graduate programs, and each had to meet rigorous requirements to be accepted into the 

program.  Participants from Europe and China were fluent in English. Women are slightly 

overrepresented, comprising 59% of the sample.   

4.3 Procedure 

Participants were asked to choose two travel size samples from a set of five or six brands in each 

of three categories of inexpensive, branded consumer package goods: shampoo, deodorant, and 

toothpaste, all displayed on shelves. Included in the sets in all three categories were popular, 

advertised, global brands (e.g., Colgate, Crest, Head and Shoulders, Pert). Participants could 

choose two samples of a single, preferred brand in each category, suggesting perceived value 

maximization and the tendency toward brand loyalty, or they could choose single samples of two 

brands in each category. Participants were assigned to small groups of four to six, allowing 

researchers to restock the shelves, and resembling a shopping experience, where other consumers 

are present. Instructions were delivered verbally, by a Chinese speaker in the Chinese segment 

and by an English speaker in the Western segment. Participants began a survey on Survey 

Monkey, answering a single question, whether they were Chinese or Western born, before 

shopping, and recording their brand choices. Survey Monkey recorded beginning and ending 

times, providing shopping times. Participants then opened a second survey to answer questions 

about the number of brands in the three product categories which they had purchased in the past 

year, a measure of lack of brand loyalty, and whether or not they had tried each of the brands 

available in the shopping experience, to assess brand familiarity.  

4.4 Results 

4.4.1 Time spent choosing branded packaged goods An analysis of variance of the logarithm of 

time spent choosing (in seconds) was conducted with brands purchased in the past year, 

available name brands tried, and gender, each moderated by birth (Chinese or Western). Square 

roots of brands purchased in the past year and available name tried were used to reduce positive 

skewness. Gender, brands purchased and brands tried were not significant and were removed. 

     Mainland Chinese Gen Zs spent more time shopping than their Western counterparts.  

Chinese students spent an average 5.0 minutes choosing two brands in each of the three 

categories, 1.3 minutes more than Western consumers, on average (t(105)=4.8, p<.0001).  

Results suggest that Chinese Gen Z consumers would devote 4.6 to 6.0 minutes shopping for two 

brands in three categories, while Western Gen Zs would devote just 3.3 to 4.1 minutes. 

4.4.2 Brand switching.  ANOVA of the logits of switching was used to pool participants’ 

responses in the three product categories. A product category factor (deodorant, shampoo, 
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toothpaste), and available name brands tried previously and brands purchased in the past year, 

moderated by birth were included, and square roots of tried and purchased were used to reduce 

skewness. The product category factor, brands tried and purchased were insignificant and were 

removed.   

     Western participants are significantly less likely than Chinese participants to choose two 

distinct brands, and more likely to exhibit brand loyalty, (t(155)=2.7, p< .008), supporting H2. 

Results suggest that the probability of brand switching among Chinese Gen Zs would be 60 to 

67%, while for Western Gen Zs the probability would be 52 to 60%. 

4.5 Discussion 

          Results of both experiments suggest that Chinese Gen Zs devote more time to shopping 

than Western participants, supporting H1. Whether sensory cued brands or personal packaged 

goods, Chinese consumers spent more time shopping. The brand switching results provide 

evidence that Chinese Gen Zs are less loyal consumers and less concerned about value 

maximization. More Chinese chose two unique sensory cued brands and personal package goods. 

These differences in brand switching suggest that the Chinese Gen Zs were not maximizing 

value, which would have led to choice of the brands deemed most valuable, rather than choice of 

two brands. All products offered here were inexpensive, not influenced by family size or meal 

rituals.  This is a tougher test of the hypotheses.  Given significant effects are evident, we would 

expect even greater differences in markets for more expensive products. 

     Participants in the two experiments came from homogeneous groups enrolled in a global 

commerce graduate program.  They are similar in age and academic achievement, and likely 

similar with respect to family wealth.  Future work ought to examine consumer behaviors of 

other demographic and socioeconomic groups.  The challenge will be access to equivalent 

groups, and research such as this requires in person experimentation, rather than survey research 

through venues such as MTurk. 

     These experiments were conducted just prior to the pandemic. The pandemic magnified 

choice restrictions, with consumers forced to remain in their homes, which ought to lengthen 

shopping times and increase brand switching post pandemic. Based on a recent survey of 

Chinese consumers during the pandemic, 60 percent of those in large cities now check ingredient 

labels (Seong et cl. 2021). According to surveys during the pandemic, Chinese consumers lead 

the world in researching brand and product choices before buying, with 45 percent reporting that 

they have stepped up this behavior since the outbreak of COVID-19, compared with only 11 

percent for France and Germany, and 12 percent for Japan (Zipser et al. 2021). Given the 

physical constraints of the crisis, Chinese customers have been more willing to try new brands. 

32% have switched brands during the pandemic (Xia et al. 2021).   

5. CONCLUSIONS 
     When asked to choose free samples of brands of sensory cued, branded products and 

inexpensive, branded package goods, Chinese participants spent more time choosing than 

Western participants, a result expected from choice restriction impacts (Botti et al, 2008; Brehm 

1966; Seligman 1975). The lack of availability of choices in Mainland Chinese Gen Z 

consumers’ early lives surely impacts their decision making processes later, consistent with the 

proposition advanced by Hung et al. (2007). Results suggest that Chinese Gen Z consumers are 

more likely to make lengthy and more careful decisions, while they are less likely to routinize 

their selection processes. Chinese Gen Z participants were more likely than Western Gen Z 

participants to switch brands, choosing multiple brands rather than choosing a single, preferred 

brand, even with prices removed from the choice process.  
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     This research suggests that Western firms should be mindful of Chinese consumers’ unique 

behaviors. Western firms would be advised to work with retail partners to create pleasant 

shopping environments relatively free of distractions, enabling Chinese consumers to devote 

time to shopping experiences. Western firms will benefit from the offer of multiple brand options 

that provide Chinese consumers more brands to try. A Procter & Gamble model comes to mind, 

in which many variations of a brand, or multiple brands offered by a firm line shelves, enabling 

choices of diverse brands. Facilitating access to sensory cues presents an opportunity.  Enable 

consumers to try products like pens (after the Covid issue is resolved). Even if brands are 

packaged, testers could be offered. Enable consumers to sniff products like organic teas. Even if 

brands are packaged, samples could be available for sniffing. When Covid is no longer a threat, 

lip balm testers could be made available. 

     The samples used here were drawn from the population of college graduate students studying 

in the U.S. Chinese Gen Zs in this sample are relatively educated and affluent, compared with 

the larger, more diverse population of Gen Zs in China. It is expected that Chinese participants, 

here, have faced fewer choice restrictions than the broader Chinese Gen Z population, and may 

be more similar to Western participants, as a consequence. Thus, results may be conservative 

estimates of the influences of choice restrictions, Fruitful future research would compare Chinese 

Gen Z consumers in China with Western Gen Z consumers to extend generalizability of results 

     This study ignores the impact of prices in shopping processes and brand choices. It is 

generally accepted that value is relatively important to Chinese consumers. It is expected that in 

shopping processes, added price comparisons would lengthen shopping processes, magnifying 

the differences found here. Beneficial future research would extend results here by adding price 

manipulations. 
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