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WHERE NEXT? WHAT’S INFLUENCING CHINESE 
MILLENNIAL TRAVELERS…

Chinese millennial travelers are fuelling 
the growth of global tourism as they seek 
new and fresh experiences. But what 
influences where they want to go? And 
how do they plan their next adventure?  
Carat, AMNET and SHDX have worked 
together to take a deeper look at the 
journey taken by this growing group of 
affluent and informed consumers.

It’s time to put the stereotypes of the 
past to bed. The big tour groups 
following the red umbrella? 15 minutes 
to snap the site, take a selfie and then 
back on the bus? The selfie is probably 
here to stay but the shape of travel is 
changing and it’s being driven by 
connected millennial s.  According to the 
China National Tourism Administration, 
H1 2017 reached 62.03 million
outbound visits, 5% higher comparing to
the same period of 2016. And they are a 
valuable prize, in 2016 Chinese s spent 
over $109.8 billion on outbound travel.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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DIGITAL FIRST, PLATFORM NATIVE

95% of China‘s internet users use mobile 
to connect online, spending 2¼ hours 
everyday on their phones, for the first 
time the equal to their time watching 
television (CCS). With this in mind, to 
truly understand what’s driving their 
travel plans, we needed to harness the 
power of real time, real person data.  
Shanghai Data Exchange (SHDX) is 
China’s first formal online marketing 
data exchange platform launched in 
2016 with daily audience reach of over 
80 million.  

Carat worked with them to build and 
track a pool of Chinese Millennial s 
(CMTs). Over the course of 2 months we 
followed 8,461,247 CMT users as they 
navigated across travel- related sites or 
within apps as they searched for travel, 
travel reservations, tourist attractions 
and tickets.  

We first ran tagging on the gender, age
range and location of the users, and
then we were able to identify key 
segments based on the specified 
conditions –capturing desination, hotel 
choices etc…These insights were fused 
with Carat’s own proprietary data study 
CCS. CCS is the largest consumer study 
in China with over 70,000 respondents, 
over 88 cities and covering 200 
categories.

D I G I T A L  F I R S T,  P L A T F O R M  N A T I V E
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DEFINING MILLENNIAL

CMT’s are not all the same. We need to 
first understand the different 
characteristics of this group and then 
how influence flows amongst peers.  

Our data showed a clear segmentation in 
the behaviour and attitude of Chinese 
millennial s and we identified three key 
groups; Adventurous Influencers, 
Followers of Fashion and the Culturally 
Curious.  

D E F I N I N G  M I L L E N N I A L
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GEOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS 
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ADVENTUROUS INFLUENCERS

Setting trends and leading opinions were 
our Adventurous Influencers. They have 
a keen interest in culture – seeking out 
richer experiences in the cities they were 
looking to visit, food, art, outdoor 
activities and live music were key areas 
of interest for them as they researched 
destinations.  

And most critically, this group was highly 
active in how they shared their 
experiences across their social networks.
They are a critical audience for brands 
as they are seen as the opinion leaders.
This group may be the smallest by 
volume but where they lead, their 
millennial peers will follow.

D E F I N I N G  M I L L E N N I A L

I  A M  V E R Y  I N T E R E S T E D  
I N  LO C A L  C U LT U R E .
( 1 0 0 % ,  I 1 6 4 )

W H E N S O C I A L I S I N G , I
A M T H E M O S T A C T I V E
P E R S O N . ( 6 7 % ,  I 1 3 7 )

I  L I K E  TO  S P E N D  T I M E  
O U T  O F  T H E  C I T Y TO  
TO U C H  A N D  
U N D E R S TA N D  N AT U R E .
( 7 1 % ,  I 1 3 5 )



FOLLOWERS OF FASHION

Our followers of fashion are again driven 
by a need to explore but in this group, 
we saw a clear preference for seeking 
higher quality experiences and this was 
something they were willing to pay for.  
They want to be seen in the most 
popular places and their choice are 
influenced by what they see our 
‘adventurous influencers’ enjoying. They 
attach great importance to the 
atmosphere of physical location and top-
rated spa experiences capture their 
attention. 

They were 122% more likely to class 
themselves as pursuing the latest trends 
and novelty experiences than their peers. 
The most affluent group, with household 
income of over 96,000 RMB per year, are 
driven by a desire to relax, 46% more 
than the group average (CCS). 

In their digital journey, they explored 
many sites prior to booking browsing 
pictures of their destinations and reading 
others users’ reviews. Douban users have
deep understandings in cultural topics,
which offers credibility to the readers.
Other communities such as Zhihu and 
Baidu Tieba are forums where s can 
discuss over a thread. Bilibili and Yingke
offer video and livestreaming content, 
respectively. 
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I  L I K E  TO  P U R S U E  
P O P U L A R ,  T R E N D Y  A N D  
N O V E LT Y  S T U F F. ( 1 0 0 % ,  
I 2 2 2 )

I  A M  W I L L I N G  TO  S P E N D  
M O R E  M O N E Y  TO  B U Y  
H I G H  Q U A L I T Y  I T E M S .
( 5 1 % ,  I 1 2 1 )



CULTURALLY CURIOUS

Our biggest group, the Culturally Curious 
s are typified by their ambitious mind-
set. They see themselves as destined for 
success. They enjoy a range of leisure 
activities, from music to cooking.  Unlike 
our followers of fashion the key 
motivation isn’t the latest trends or 
novelties, it’s a cultural enrichment.  This 
sees them enjoying time in nature as well 
as scoring highly in how they want to 
interact and experience other cultures.  

They were some of the heaviest users of 
sites such as Mafengwo and Qyer as they 
searched for tourism-related information 
to plan their journeys and learn more 
about the destinations that had made it 
onto their bucket list. Both sites offer
user generated travel guides and travel
diaries, where our CMTs look for
inspiration. Top choices we saw for 2017 
were still South-East Asia, particularly 
Thailand and Japan – 48% of our group 

had these as an intended destination.  
Traditional destinations such as Hong 
Kong and Macau also retained a 
significant volume with 21% of our 
overall group selecting as their intended 
destination.  South Korea has fallen due 
to the wider political environment and in 
a separate study, Ctrip and China 
Tourism Academy reported that during 
the May holiday this year, trips by 
Chinese s to the South Korean island of 
Jeju fell by 82% with just 4,960 visitors.
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I  H AV E  A  G R E AT  D E A L  
O F  H O P E  F O R  M Y  
A CC O M P L I S H M E N T S .
( 5 3 % ,  I 1 0 9 )

I  L I K E  TO  B U Y  A  
P R O D U C T  W I T H  A  
U N I Q U E  S T Y L E . ( 4 5 % ,  
I 1 0 7 )
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“CHINESE YOUTH ARE DARING TO 
VENTURE OFF THE BEATEN PATH; 
IT’S A KIND OF SYMBOLISM OF 
OUR REFUSAL TO SETTLE DOWN 
IN SOME MEANINGLESS JOB OR 
ALLOW OUR FAMILIES TO FORCE 
US INTO MARRIAGE.”

HONG MEI (洪梅) – ADVENTURE 
TRAVEL WRITER.

Photo by Alexandre Chambon on Unsplash



WELCOME TO THE AGE OF EXPERIENCE

Our tagging showed a diverse range of 
influences for all our groups. The 
passions they pursue have a huge 
influence in shaping their travel plans.  
Before they start using key travel apps 
such as Ctrip and Mafengwo to make 
practical travel plans, they are being 
inspired by content generated within 
their vertical communities in WeChat, 
QQ and Weibo. 

This is why we see our adventurous 
influencers as such a key segment, it’s 
the content they produce and share that 
starts this journey of inspiration. Food, 
music, culture and films are highly 
influential lifestyle passion points that 
act as triggers to stimulate a desire to 
travel.

Nordic fever has been led by local 
Chinese millennial designers, artists, 
fashion magazine editors and bloggers,
who put great effort producing and
sharing content. Scandinavian history, 
culture and food is hip. There are a
multitude of “must-go” reasons - first
ranking Michelin restaurants, natural 
landscape even more beautiful in winter, 
outdoor activities as well asmodern 
design heritage.

Many magazines such as ELLE
Decoration and other online media have
been promoting the concept of hygge,
influencing the travel preference to
Scandinavian countries of the CMTs.

W E L C O M E  T O  T H E  A G E  O F  E X P E R I E N C E
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UNITED BY A BELIEF THAT TRAVEL ENRICHES

Photo by Andrew Ly on Unsplash
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THE RESEARCH JOURNEY

Photo by Chris Lawton on Unsplash Photo by Maliha Mannan on Unsplash



INFORMATION HUB

• People follow KOLs of and talk 
about almost all the current hot 
topics

• High interaction level 

CELEBRITY CONTENT IS HUGELY 
INFLUENTIAL IN SOCIAL NETWORKS

As well as leveraging KOLs and 
celebrities on social media, brands can 
also set up WeChat official accounts to 
launch online campaigns (e.g. forward a 
post to win a prize) to deeper engage 
with consumers.

Public accounts or service accounts on 
WeChat can reach large scale of 
consumers. Therefore, cooperation with 
popular public accounts can be a good 
way to communicate with consumers.

On the other hand, Weibo is the per fect 
place to share the latest trending topics. 
#hygge, for instance, has 106,000 
followers on Weibo.

USER GENERATED CONTENT IS 
SHARED AT A PEER TO PEER LEVEL

For these communities, as people are 
often highly engaged and have the 
strong desire to mainly communicate 
with their peers, a role for brand is 
actually limited.

For destinations, the opportunity can be 
setting up a destination-centered group, 
e.g. London Travel on Douban, and 
encourage consumers to contribute 
content. The role of destinations can be 
a moderator. Then the content can be 
leveraged to engage more people.

SOURCES OF INSPIRATION

S O U R C E S O F I N S P I R A T I O N

1 5

CLOSED CIRCLE SOCIAL 
NETWORK

• Social tool to communicate 
with people they know in real 
life

• High trust level

• UGC communities built around 
different passion points

• Platforms for peer 
communication

• High engagement and influential 
content

WEIBO

WECHAT

DOUBAN

TIEBA
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TRAVEL COMMUNITIES

Travel communities play an important 
role both in people’s pre and post travel 
experience. 

There are good opportunities for brands 
that can help facilitate travel plans (e.g. 
car rental services). Note that there are 
also KOLs in these communities, 
cooperation with them is efficient to 
inspire more people.

For destinations, leveraging high quality 
and popular travel guides and travel 
diaries can be an effective way to 
engage more travelers.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR BRANDS AND
DESTINATIONS

• Cooperate with popular Up主 (users 
who upload videos)

• Set up Up主 account to upload videos. 
Note that videos should better have 
ACG elements so that they are more 
likely to attract bulletin comments.

• Brands can set up an official account 
and tr y to contribute quality content to 
questions related to the brand and 
destinations. A good example is BMW 
Mini. The car brand tries to answer 
questions related to a brighter urban 
life and has more than 30,000 
followers on Zhihu.

Help people to better plan and 
enjoy their trips by providing all 
kinds of travel related services 
(Plane tickets and hotel booking, 
visa tips, etc.)

A great deal of travel notes that 
further inspire more people to 
travel and have the similar 
experience

ACG FOCUSED VIDEO 
SHARING SITE

• Videos uploaded from users 
cover nearly everything that 
young people are interested in

• Bulletin comment is a key 
feature

Q&A KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

• It’s similar to Quora
• A platform to ask questions 

and connect with people who 
contribute unique insights 

QYER

MAFENGWO

BILIBILI

ZHIHU



CULTURAL INFLUENCE TOUCHPOINTS

S O U R C E S O F I N S P I R A T I O N
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FASHION

OUTDOOR

FOOD

Chrison克里森
4,040,007

吉良先生
2,162,152

Fashion发现
3,314,442

Fakeshion
944,064

维尼小熊
1,017,210

背包客小鹏
1,102,231

神威
2,685,338

小驴佳佳
649,606

君之
2,368,620

阿曼达的小厨房
2,186,327

殳俏
305,080

一人食
855,174

APPS OR WECHAT ACCOUNTS WEIBO KOLS AND NUMBER OF FOLLOWERS

Houson猴姆
4,207,346

MusicWars
810,437

欧美音乐流行线
295,675

Edwin欧美音乐疯
2,013,265

MUSIC

电影贩
6,399,727

破产影视迷
1,572,481

少年影视派
1,860,950

谷大白话
8,516,566

带你看展览
1,260,562

艺术圈
246,519

顾爷
1,014,733

当代艺术馆
174,223

MOVIE

ART



HOW DO THEY PLAN THEIR NEXT 
ADVENTURE?

For all our groups, the time taken to 
decide on where to go is surprisingly 
spontaneous, 37% decide just 1 month 
before and 33% didn’t confirm their 
plans until just 1 week before they left –
but in this there was a significant split 
between inbound and outbound travel 
destinations (SHDX). This is a marked 
difference to previous studies of overall 
Chinese travelers.  

Adventurous Influencers were the most 
spontaneous travelers – 27% more likely 
than the group average to count 
themselves as ‘often doing things on the 
spur of the moment’ (CCS). 

As expected intent peaks for the key 
travel periods; summer and winter 
holidays and Chinese national holidays.  

If we look at the times when they start to 
search for travel products, we see that 
CNY, summer and Golden Week are the
peaks for searches and visa applications.

Our study identified three key 
components in the planning journey; The 
Stay, The Go and The Destination.  This 
isn’t a linear journey. All of our segments 
were dynamic and constantly influenced 
by the content they consumed, moving 
fluidly between the stages.

PLANNING THE ADVENTURE

P L A N N I N G  T H E  A D V E N T U R E
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WHY BULGARIA? 

“Qatar Airlines had a good price and 
I got to see Doha” 

— ELAINE CHEN, SHANGHAI

Photo by Deniz Fuchidzhiev on Unsplash
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THE STAY:

Adventurous Influencers and Followers of 
Fashion were the most interested in the 
levels of comfort available, seeking 
experiences that would enable them to 
relax – so for our followers of fashion it 
was spa treatments, our adventurous 
influencers were engaging in content 
around leisure activities such as yoga 
retreats.

Amongst the Culturally Curious group, 
we saw lots of interest in events such as 
music festivals or tours that provided a 
real local experience.  

Average spending on activities was 
between 200 to 400 RMB per day 
(SHDX). Adventurous Explorers were at 
the higher end and the most likely to 
spend ‘a lot’ on leisure activities – 23% 
higher than the overall CMT group. 
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THE GO:

When it comes to booking flights and 
travel, price is still key. CMT’s love to 
get a good deal and our data showed 
they were highly receptive to 
promotional ticket prices.  Content 
that led with a price sensitive 
statement attracted the highest 
interest from our Adventurous 
Influencers, with more than 55% 
taking action when they saw special 
offers.



THE DESTINATION:

Inspiration comes from multiple sources 
when it comes to choosing the 
destination.  South East Asia and Japan 
hold the top spots by volume but we saw 
a real surge in interest for more diverse 
destinations.  12% of our 8 million users 
were looking for experiences outside the 
traditional choices in Asia, the US and 
Europe.  Surprising entrants were Iran 
and India.  Iran has bolstered tourism 
ties with China by establishing tourism 
offices in Shanghai and Guangzhou and 
offering visa on arrival.  

Nepal was a newly popular destination 
with more than 100,000 Chinese tourists 
visiting in 2016, up 55% YOY year-on-
year.  European travel destinations were 
influenced by concerns over safety for 
cities like London and Paris.  Russia, 
Denmark and Sweden registered the 
fastest growth in terms of Chinese tourist 
arrivals in the first half of 2017. (China 
Tourism Research Institute, Ctrip)
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SOURCE: SHDX + CHINA TELECOM + CHINA UNICOM 
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Personalised and creative connections 
are the key to winning the hearts and 
wallets of this audience.  Niche groups 
are becoming mainstream as their voices 
are amplified across social platforms.  
Authentic experiences are the most 
influential.  For this generation, lifestyle 
is your personal brand, and travel is a 
defining part of this identity.  But their 
expectations are high.  Brands need to 
use technology to create seamless online 
to offline service.  

This starts with understanding their 
passion points to build more immersive 
experiences.  Despite their confidence 
and ambition, this group retains a 
cautious outlook when it comes to safety.  
Using both key opinion leaders (KOL’s) 
and the influence of the more edgy 
‘Adventurous Influencers’ will help travel 
brands to address the concerns of our 
wider segments of millennial travelers.  
CMT’s are inherently digital and social in 
the offline and online environments.  Any 
marketing strategy to target them should 
be as well.
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IT’S ABOUT CREATIVE 

CONNECTIONS.

BE PERSONAL

BE USEFUL

BE INTERACTIVE

IN SUMMARY



For more details please contact:

SARAH WEYMAN

Head of Corporate Development, Carat China
15/F, 5 Corporate Avenue, No. 150 Hubin Road, Shanghai

sarah.weyman@carat.com
www.carat.com

Carat’s mission is to redefine media. carat creates better business outcomes for clients through its command of media
convergence. the world’s first media agency, Carat is part of Dentsu Aegis network, the global communications network
innovating the way brands are built. consistently at the top of Recma’s global qualitative evaluation ranking, carat serves
clients in 150 countries via a network of 10,000 talented staff. for more information visit carat.com or follow @caratglobal.

Launched in 2016, Jing Travel has quickly become a leading voice for news and analysis on Chinese global travel.
Organizations throughout the tourism and hospitality industry and other tourism stakeholders rely on Jing Travel to stay up to
date with the latest business intelligence about this booming market segment. Jing Travel’s mission is to not only narrate
what happens in the industry, but to set the narrative by leveraging data and research insights, making Jing Travel the go-to
source for information among high-level stakeholders within this growing industry.

Amnet is Dentsu Aegis Network’s programmatic group, with over 600+ programmatic experts and across 40+ markets.
Amnet operates a consistent and innovative technology, operations, and people stack that can deliver success on a local,
regional and global basis. Supported by the Amnet Audience Center, their global proprietary data management platform,
Amnet specialists work with each Dentsu Aegis Network agency to deliver programmatic solutions that are seamless and
unified with broader communication goals. To learn more about Amnet’s capabilities and integrated offering,
visit www.amnetgroup.com.

Shanghai Data Exchange is a state-controlled mixed ownership enterprise established upon approval by Shanghai People’s
Government. With an increasing need for data applications, the electronic system of the Exchange provides online continuous
aggregated exchange of business data products with strict membership approval, decryption and desensitization of metadata,
independent listing access control, user identity matching, uniform settlement and clearing and other platform functions.


