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Decoding solo economy in China

The number of one—person
households, or "singletons", in China
has been on the rise. According to a
2017 report by ASKCI, a consulting
firm, the number of Kong Chao
Youths has exceeded 50 million and
Shenzhen is the city with the highest
number in China. Many businessmen
have come up with creative ideas like
"one—person gym'', "mini KTV",

"one—person Hot pot" etc. targeting

29

this group of consumers.

Reporter :

Cheung Jung Yeung
Kwong Yuet Ting
Tong Ka Wing

Lee Tsz Him

Ng Tsz Ching

ttracted by the job opportunities,

Zhang Zhiyan moved from Zhuhai to
Guangzhou. She is a 27-year-old urban
designer living in a single department.
Except when she is at work, she does
almost all activities by herself.
Although she enjoys hanging
out with friends, the taste
of freedom attracts
her more. She likes to
go to art exhibitions
alone in her spare time.
Otherwise, she prefers to
lie on the couch to watch
dramas on TV with her cat,
with the food she ordered from
an online food delivery service.

The lifestyle of Zhang, however, is not a
special case in China. There is even a term
for people like her: Kong Chao Youths
( vo

z2 & ¥ £ ). Kong Chao, or empty nest,
originally refers to a situation in which the

M Mini KTV embraces a shift in social habits
by catering to the needs of individuals.

children have grown up and moved out,
leaving their parents with an empty nest
(home). The term is now being adapted to
describe young adults who are living alone,
most of whom workers migrated far away
from their hometown.

The number of one—person households,
or "singletons”, in China has been on the
rise. According to a 2017 report by ASKCI,
a consulting firm, the number of Kong
Chao Youths has exceeded 50 million
and Shenzhen is the city with the highest
number in China. Many businessmen
have come up with creative ideas like
‘one—person gym", "'mini KTV", "one-
person Hot pot" etc. targeting this group of
consumers. This new mode of economy
is known as "solo economy". However, are
they welcomed by Kong Chao youths?

Mini KTV is blooming, but
singletons may not be
major customers

Mini KTVs, which look like telephone
booths, are popular in Mainland China. One
can easily find about two to four mini KTVs
in large shopping malls, such as the KK
Mall and the Excellence INTOWN Shopping
Centre in Shenzhen. Jason Lee Wai-kit,
the vice—president of Investment Strategy
Institute, opined that solo consumption
model offers customers with more options
and allow businessmen to find more
opportunities in saturated markets. The
number of mini KTVs in China has reached
30,000 and scattered in first—tier cities
such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou,
all of which have strong consumption
power. The size of the mini KTV market
is expected to reach 7.01 billion RMB in
2018, an increase of 120.4% year—on-
year, while the aggregate profits will also
increase rapidly.

Mini KTVs attract more people in game
centers than malls, especially teenagers.
However, they seem to attract more
couples and small groups of friends than
singletons. On a normal weekday, it was
observed that 10 parties used the mini KTV
two hours after lunch time (2pm-4pm)
at the KK shopping mall. Only 2 of them
were singletons. Mr Chan, one of the
mini KTV users, said he visited a mini KTV
alone because he was waiting for a table
at a restaurant nearby. His friend Miss
Tuan explained that the types of songs
available on mini KTV were similar to those
on traditional KTV, but convenience was
the selling point for her and the price was
reasonable too.

Besides mini KTVs, one—-person gym

rooms, which may be equipped with
simply a treadmill, is another popular solo
economy industry in Shenzhen. Some of
the major providers in China’ s market
include Supermonkey (#B#%IEIE ), Slacker
Fitness (#8 # & 5 ) etc. Misspao ( B
#3 ), one of the key players in the market,
provides one—person gym rooms of about
5 square meters for 0.2 RMB per minute if
you pay by WeChat Pay.

In Shenzhen, one-person gym rooms
are mostly located near and even inside
commercial buildings or residential estates.
Ms Kao, a local resident who lives in an
estate which has no clubhouse, welcomes
having this facility available. It is especially
convenient for people who work till late
because they can exercise anytime. Kao
also likes the fact that she can go home
and take a shower immediately after a
workout.

Mr Deng is someone who likes to go to
a gymnasium regularly and exercise. He
says the equipment provided in one-
person gym rooms is not enough. Besides
the treadmill, some people want to use
other types of exercise equipment such
as a rowing machine for cardiovascular
exercises. Furthermore, since there is
no changing room to take a shower, it
is inconvenient for users who are not
residents of the estate in which the one-
person gyms are located. On the contrary,
tradition fitness centers are pretty well—
equipped and the environment is more
comfortable. "If there is a fitness center
nearby, | will not choose to visit the one—
person gym room", Mr Deng says. He
adds that aerobic exercise requires good
ventilation. "Running in a small and closed
area is hard unless the ventilation is good",
he emphasizes. The hygiene problem is
also a big concern for users.

One-person gym makes
me feel even more lonely

25-year-old Taiwanese Yang Congyu
is an engineer who went to Dongguan
because of the work one year ago and
this is the first time he lives in China. He
has not adapted to the environment in the
Mainland and he has trouble making new
friends. He, therefore, spends most of the
time alone. He laments that as an expat,
he indeed wants to make new friends but
it is difficult for non—locals to become a
member of the local community. "My daily
entertainment is mainly going to the gym.
But | would not go to a one—person gym
because it is more fun to workout with a
group of people. Also, the stuffy and small
confined space makes me feel lonelier. |
prefer to be in noisier places."

Terence Chong:
Solo economy can hardly
become mainstream

r. Terence Chong, Associate

Professor of Economics at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong, says
businesses that cater their products
to the solo economy usually have high
production costs because of their small
economies of scale. Furthermore,
promoting products to singletons
is expensive and hampers the
effectiveness of promotions. Professor
Chong also points out that although
China’s one—child policy has created a
large population of singles, it does not

B Chong supposes that solo economy
is not matured yet.

mean that they will choose the solo
economy mode of consumption.

Regarding the future of solo economy
in China, Chong thinks that it can hardly
become mainstream. The reason is that
traditional Chinese values center around
families and groups. And he does
not think that it can be a sustainable
mode of economy in China because
‘the operation cost of solo economy
is high. In order to support this mode
of consumption, businesses need to
have a large and sustainable group of
consumers who are relatively well-off
financially."

Even if solo economy may not become
mainstream in China, Chong still
believes that some industries can
survive. He thinks it is easier for mini
KTVs and mini—cinemas to cater to the
one—person mode of consumption in
China because of their relatively flexible
configurations which can be easily
expanded to cater to a two-person
mode of consumption or even that of
small groups. One-person gyms, on
the other hand, will find it harder to
survive when the fad of solo economy
is gone. The main reason is that it is
difficult to attract customers to use a
tiny "gym room" that has only one type
of exercise equipment.

M This one—person gym room is inside a residential estate.
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