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Week of 22nd February 2021 

What’s on our mind this week? 

Chinese New Year retail sales 

The Chinese Lunar New Year holiday ended last week, and retail numbers started to be 

published. These numbers are always a good way to assess the mood of consumers in 

China. However, with the Covid crisis disturbing the 2020 and 2021 celebrations, the 

assessment is slightly more difficult to do than usual. According to the Ministry of 

Commerce, China’s major retail and catering sales surged 28.7% YoY to RMB 821bn for 

the Chinese New Year week, February 11th to 17th. Compared to 2019, the number was 

still 4.9% higher which is impressive given the restrictions on travel and gathering that 

were put in place this year. The comparison with 2020 is not meaningful as many areas 

were in lock down mode last year during Chinese New Year. 

Various cities in China offered cash handouts and other incentives for people to remain 

where they were, which for the hundreds of millions of migrant workers meant staying in 

their factories and not travel back to their hometowns during the 2021 Chinese New Year. 

These incentives combined with drastic quarantine measures for those who still decided 

to travel resulted in a significant drop in domestic journeys. Passenger traffic for the first 

6 days of Chinese New Year (February 11th to 16th dropped by 43.1% and 76.4% compared 

to the same periods in 2020 and 2019. But overall consumption held up as people spent 

more on meals and entertainment. Across China’s ten biggest cities, consumer foot traffic 

at shopping malls was triple last year’s levels, though still below the 2019 levels. 

Shanghai’s major catering companies reported a 79% jump in sales during Chinese New 

Year, and online catering sales rose 135% during the same period. This latter number 

illustrates well both the rebound of consumption from the beginning of the Covid crisis 

and the leap forward enjoyed by online food delivery services. 

Chinese consumers’ willingness to spend also powered a surge in China’s box-office sales, 

which set a holiday record of RMB 7.5bn. The number of moviegoers during Chinese New 

Year was 22% higher than it had been in 2019. Less than two months into 2021, the box 

office sales were already close to half of 2020’s full-year total. Jewellery and fashion outlet 
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sales were also strong and reported a 161% and 107% YoY increase respectively during 

the week-long holiday. However, these numbers may have been boosted by Valentine’s 

Day, which this year happened during Chinese New Year. 

Altogether the consumption numbers during Chinese New Year this year were good and 

demonstrated a positive mindset of Chinese consumers in the midst of the resurgence of 

Covid-linked restrictions. The travel restrictions may have tipped slightly more the 

imbalance between the richer and poorer provinces as the spending happened in the big 

cities where people had to stay as opposed to being in their hometowns. This imbalance 

may be offset when travel resumes. 
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