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FOREWORD

We didn’t set out
to write a report.



This report is written for the people building, funding, and betting on the next
generation of consumer brands in China. It is particularly concerned with the state of
start-ups and venture-backed companies navigating a category where capital has
largely retreated and the rules are being rewritten.

We set out to answer a question: after three years of venture capital retreat, after the
collapse of a dozen well-funded brands, after one player consolidated nearly ninety
percent of the market — was there still room to build something new in Chinese
beverage?

What followed was months of research. We studied categories that worked and
categories that didn’t, in China and beyond. We talked to founders. We mapped what
people actually drink against what the industry assumes they want.

What we found surprised us.

The numbers told one story: a market dominated by a single incumbent, a venture
category that had effectively frozen, repeat-purchase economics that broke every
brand that scaled supply before proving demand.

But the behavior told a different one. New drinking occasions that didn’t exist five
years ago. Price premiums that made conventional assumptions about Chinese
consumers look outdated. A distribution question nobody has resolved. And a creator
economy that lowers the cost of attention but doesn’t solve the structural problems
beneath it.

This report is what we found when we followed the evidence instead of the narrative.

It’s not a market-sizing exercise. Not a trend deck. It’s a field guide to the emerging
behaviors that we believe will shape China’s next generation of beverage brands —
built for the people building them.



SIGNAL 01

The Money Left
Before the
Market Did



Between 2021 and
2024, China’s low-
ABV market
continued to expand
while venture
financing collapsed
from fifty-six deals to
fewer than five per
year. That’s not a
market failure. It’s a
venture-model failure
— and it tells you more
about where the



opportunity is than
any growth
projection.

In 2021, Chinese low-ABV drinks were the hottest category in consumer venture
capital. Fifty-six deals closed that year alone, totaling roughly ¥2.5 billion. MissBerry
raised three rounds in a single twelve-month period. ByteDance, Alibaba, and Tencent
all backed competing brands within a span of two months. The assumption was
simple: this was the next billion-consumer category, and whoever moved fastest
would win.

By 2022, the narrative had inverted. Deal volume roughly halved. “VCs shun away
from low-alcohol drinks” became an industry truism. By 2024, financing events had
fallen to fewer than five per year — not a correction, a near-total freeze.

What happened?
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The investor pullback wasn’t random risk-off sentiment. It converged on a specific,
structural explanation: low-ABV drinks satisfy occasional social needs, not daily
habits. Most brands never built the repeat-purchase base required to justify their early
valuations. The unit economics worked on a spreadsheet but broke on a shelf.

This pattern isn’t unique to China. In the United States, Boston Beer — the parent of
Truly Hard Seltzer — saw its gross margin swing from 46.9% to 30.7% in a single
quarter in 2021. The mechanism was the same: capital overshot demand-side reality.
Production scaled ahead of repeat purchase, and the correction was brutal.

But here’s what makes the Chinese case different — and more interesting.

While financing dried up, the underlying market didn’t. China’s low-ABV category
continued to grow, reaching an estimated ¥200 billion by 2024. The same dynamic
appeared in adjacent categories: craft beer sector sales rose from $662 million to
$971 million between 2021 and 2023, and brewery counts nearly doubled from 1,700
to 3,100. The market kept moving. The money just stopped following.



~3%
OF NEW BEVERAGE BRANDS EVER REACH $10M IN REVENUE. MORE THAN 80%

NEVER REACH $1M. — COCA-COLA VENTURING & EMERGING BRANDS



This decoupling — growing consumption, fleeing capital — creates a specific kind of
opportunity. The brands that burned out in 2021–2022 cleared the field. The
incumbents are consolidating around mass-market formats. And the venture pullback
means new entrants face less well-capitalized competition than at any point in the last
five years. The opportunity isn’t that the category is easy. It’s that the last cycle of
capital created a set of expectations and cost structures that don’t match how
consumers actually behave — and the brands that build from demand-side validation
first, before scaling supply, are working from a structural advantage the 2021 cohort
never had.



SIGNAL 02

The Occasion Is
Shifting,
Not Just the
Product



Chinese consumers
aren’t simply drinking
different things.
They’re drinking in
different contexts —
contexts that didn’t
meaningfully exist a
decade ago, that the
dominant market
formats weren’t
designed for, and that
the existing



distribution
infrastructure doesn’t
reliably reach.

Ask someone in Shanghai what they drank last weekend and you’ll get answers that
don’t fit any industry category model. They picked up a canned cocktail from a
convenience store after work and drank it alone — a solo treat, not a social event.
They met their running club and shared drinks afterward — a health-adjacent social
moment that beer feels too heavy for and soft drinks feel too juvenile for. They
grabbed an interesting can from a specialty shop and drank it on the street with
friends — a visibly social behavior that barely existed in China a decade ago. And
they keep interesting cans in the fridge for when they’re bored — not for a party, not
for an occasion, just for having.



None of these occasions existed at meaningful scale in China fifteen years ago.
Some of them barely existed five years ago. And collectively, they describe a
consumer who is buying beverages for reasons that the dominant market format —
RIO’s 微醺 line, at under three percent ABV, designed for a “slightly tipsy” solo wind-
down — was never designed to serve.



NEW
OCCASIONS

Solo Treat

After-work convenience store

Shared Dinner

Hot pot & home gatherings

Street Drinking

Outdoor, social, visible

At-Home Stash

Online purchase, no occasion

Post-Sports

Running, climbing, cycling clubs

FIVE EMERGING DRINKING OCCASIONS IN URBAN CHINA

Synthesized from consumer behavior research, 2024–2026

What’s striking isn’t that these new occasions exist. New consumption moments
emerge in every consumer category, constantly. What’s striking is the gap between
the occasions consumers are already creating and the products explicitly designed for
them.

The post-sports social drink is a particularly revealing example. The explosion of
running, climbing, and cycling clubs in Tier 1 and Tier 2 Chinese cities has created a
regular, recurring social drinking moment that sits awkwardly between categories.
Beer is the default but feels inconsistent with a health-conscious identity. Soft drinks
lack the social signal. These consumers want something that says “I take care of
myself” and “I’m here to socialize” in the same gesture.

The street-drinking trend tells a similar story from the distribution side. These
purchases happen at convenience stores and small specialty shops — not bars, not
restaurants, not supermarkets. This is a channel that barely registers in traditional
alcohol distribution models, and it’s the channel where a significant new consumption
behavior is unfolding. The consumer is already in a different channel than the one the
industry has optimized for.

And the “stash at home” behavior — buying interesting beverages online to keep
around without a specific occasion in mind — suggests a purchase decision driven
more by curiosity and identity signaling than by habit or price sensitivity. These
consumers are browsing. They’re trying things. They’re building repertoires, not
loyalties.



Across all five occasions, a common thread: the consumer is in motion. They’re
creating the moment first and looking for the product second. The brands that win
won’t be the ones with the best shelf placement or the deepest discount — they’ll be
the ones that design for the occasions that shelf space doesn’t yet reflect.



SIGNAL 03

Premium Is
Emotional,
Not Numerical



Chinese consumers
will pay dramatically
more than the mass-
market baseline for a
beverage — but only
when the product
tells a story they
recognize about
themselves. Price is a
signal of identity fit,
not a function of input
costs.

The numbers make the point.



Wusu Beer
¥0.60/100ml • ~4% ABV • Mass-market value anchor

RIO 微醺
¥2.10/100ml • <3% ABV • 88.5% market share • Category-defining

Genki Forest 浪
¥2.50/100ml • 9% ABV • "Middling result" by own assessment

THE GAP — Premium mid-tier largely unoccupied at scale

Jollee 小酌里 ¥10.75/100ml • 7% ABV • Personal consumption, not gifting

~18× spread from bottom to top

CHINA BEVERAGE PRICE LADDER: WUSU TO JOLLEE

Sources: Tmall, JD, 什么值得买, 知乎, 2024–2026 pricing data

At the bottom of the market: Wusu beer, the dominant regional brand in Xinjiang with
eighty-five percent local share, at roughly ¥0.60 per 100 milliliters. This is the mass-
market value anchor — a perfectly acceptable product that costs almost nothing.

In the mainstream: RIO’s 微醺 line, the category-defining RTD with 88.5% market
share, at ¥2.10 per 100 milliliters. More than triple the cost of mass beer, for a lower-
ABV product in a smaller format. And tens of millions of Chinese consumers pay it
without hesitation, because RIO defined “slightly tipsy solo relaxation” and consumers
pay the premium for the identity fit, not the alcohol content.

Then the field opens up. Genki Forest’s 浪, at ¥2.50 per 100 milliliters — a known
brand with genuine distribution muscle, priced above RIO on ABV and format, and by
their own honest assessment a middling result so far.

And then the ceiling: Jollee (小酌里), a fruit-infused low-ABV wine at ¥10.75 per 100
milliliters. Nearly eighteen times the cost of Wusu per volume. More than five times
RIO. And consumers buy it — not as a gift, not for a banquet, but as a personal
consumption product from Tmall.

The Jollee data point matters because it answers the single most important question
for any premium beverage entrant: “Will anyone actually pay this much?” The answer
is already yes. Young Chinese consumers are paying ¥32 per bottle and above for a
flavored low-ABV drink that matches their identity. That’s a per-volume price that
makes most industry assumptions about Chinese consumer price sensitivity look
outdated.



But the more interesting question is why.

Jollee’s buyers aren’t paying for a functional benefit — the product is a fruit-infused
wine, not a rare spirit or a technical innovation. They’re paying for an identity signal: “I
have taste. I know what I like. I’m not just buying whatever everyone else is drinking.”
The purchase is an identity purchase. The product is the vehicle, not the destination.



This pattern appears across the price ladder. Each tier doesn’t just cost more — it
means something different. Wusu says “I’m practical.” RIO says “I’m modern and
relaxed.” Genki Forest says “I’m health-conscious and I know new brands.” Jollee
says “I have sophisticated taste and I buy what I choose, not what’s popular.” None of
these signals are about the liquid. All of them are about the person choosing it.

The practical implication: premium pricing isn’t a feature you add to a product. It’s a
consequence of a clear identity position. If a consumer can’t articulate, in their own
words, what choosing your product says about them that choosing the alternatives
doesn’t — no price point is defensible, no matter how carefully the unit economics are
modeled.

The gap in the current market is telling. Between RIO at ¥2.10 and Jollee at ¥10.75
per 100 milliliters, there is almost nothing at meaningful scale. A product priced in the
¥5–6 range — premium but not top-tier, aspirational but accessible — occupies a
position that consumers are already signaling they want, at a price they’ve already
demonstrated they’ll pay. Whether anyone captures it depends entirely on whether
they can articulate what occupying that position actually means.



SIGNAL 04

Distribution Is the
Unresolved
Battle



The single most
contested question in
Chinese alcohol right
now is where
consumers actually
buy — and the answer
depends entirely on
which consumer
you’re asking. The
data doesn’t resolve
the debate. It reveals
why the debate
matters.



Two data points, both credible, both pointing in opposite directions.

The first comes from Blue Dash founder Neil Lyu, speaking at the 2023 Food &
Beverage Innovation Forum. His argument, grounded in his own company’s
experience building a nightlife-first alcohol brand across 100-plus Chinese cities: e-
commerce is a low-single-digit share of alcohol sales in China. Alcohol is not beauty
products. The purchase is group-driven, socially hierarchical — whoever carries the
most social weight at the table effectively decides. Blue Dash’s go-to-market reflected
this: start in premium nightclubs, where the highest-status consumers set the trend,
then cascade down through Live Houses, KTVs, and small bars toward retail.

The second comes from a 2024 iiMedia industry survey: among Chinese internet
users who buy alcohol, 54.2% now purchase online. Already a majority. The channel
that Lyu describes as single-digit has, in a broader and more digitally-native sample,
crossed the halfway mark.



The On-Premise View
Blue Dash founder, FBIF 2023

Low single-digit %
E-com share of alcohol sales

Strategy: Nightclubs → Live Houses → KTV → Retail

4,000+ premium nightclub accounts

The Digital-Native View
iiMedia survey, 2024

54.2%
Buy alcohol online (among internet alcohol buyers)

Strategy: Social commerce → E-commerce → Offline pull

Digitally-native, T1 city-skewed audience

These don’t contradict. They describe different consumers.

TWO DATA POINTS, TWO DIFFERENT CONSUMER POPULATIONS

Sources: Blue Dash founder Neil Lyu, FBIF 2023; iiMedia via 21经济网, 2024

These two data points don’t contradict each other. They measure different
populations. Lyu’s observation describes the on-premise, nightlife-first alcohol
economy — bars, KTVs, banquets, the traditional drinking occasions dominated by
baijiu and beer. The iiMedia survey captures the digitally-native consumer: younger,
more likely to be in Tier 1 cities, comfortable buying beverages the same way they
buy everything else.

The question isn’t which number is right. The question is which consumer you’re
building for — and whether your channel strategy actually reaches them.

RIO’s 88.5% market share makes the traditional retail path extraordinarily difficult for
any new entrant. Mass retail shelf space is a zero-sum game, and the incumbent has
the velocity data to defend it. The alternative paths each carry their own structural
challenges:

The Blue Dash path — on-premise first, social proof before scale — requires capital,
relationship depth, and a product proposition that works in nightlife environments. It’s
proven but expensive. The digital-direct path — e-commerce, social commerce,
influencer-driven discovery — requires a consumer who already buys beverages
online, content that can navigate platform alcohol restrictions, and a repeat-purchase
mechanism that works without the physical visibility of shelf placement. It’s cheaper to
start but harder to sustain. The convenience-store path — the channel where street-
drinking and solo-treat occasions actually happen — requires distributor relationships
and velocity numbers that new brands don’t have. It’s the logical destination for many
of the new occasions documented in Signal 02, but it’s also a chicken-and-egg
problem: you need distribution to prove velocity, and you need velocity data to get
distribution.



This is, genuinely, an unresolved question. The US market offers a partial parallel:
spirits-based seltzer growing at more than thirty percent annually while malt-based
seltzer declines, suggesting that channel and subcategory dynamics are tightly
coupled. But the Chinese distribution landscape is structurally different from the
American one, and no clean transplant exists.

The implication: your channel strategy is not a decision you make after you’ve figured
out the product. It’s the core assumption that determines whether your product
reaches the consumer it was designed for, or discovers too late that the consumer
shops somewhere else entirely.



SIGNAL 05

Creators Are a
Channel,
Not a Brand



The creator-driven
brand model that
produced billion-
dollar exits in the
West doesn’t
translate cleanly to
Chinese alcohol. The
Chinese playbook
that has actually
worked looks entirely
different — and the
regulatory



environment makes it
harder, not easier, to
bridge the gap.

The Western template is compelling. George Clooney and Rande Gerber sold
Casamigos tequila to Diageo for up to $1 billion — roughly fifty times revenue, against
a fifteen-to-twenty-times multiple for a comparable non-celebrity tequila brand. Ryan
Reynolds sold Aviation Gin for $610 million. The mechanism is clear: a bankable
personal brand compresses the customer-acquisition problem in a way it can’t for
most other industries.





Western Celebrity Model
Casamigos • Aviation Gin

CELEB

Single-face brand

~50× revenue exit multiple

Valuation lever: personal brand equity

Requires: Clooney-scale reach

→ No Chinese alcohol precedent at this scale

Chinese Mass-Seeding Model
轻上 (Q-up) • 华夏丝路

60,000+ KOLs/KOCs across platforms

¥1bn+/year promotion spend

Creators as channel layer, not brand identity

400M bottles in ~2 years

→ Proven at scale, not creator-identity-dependent

TWO CREATOR MODELS: WESTERN CELEBRITY VS. CHINESE MASS-SEEDING

Sources: Casamigos/Aviation public records; 轻上 coverage (Sina Finance, 2025)

The Chinese analog doesn’t exist — and the reason it doesn’t exist is instructive. The
brand that has actually scaled creator-driven beverage distribution in China is 轻上
(Q-up), a health-and-sensory beverage brand that sold roughly 400 million bottles and
over ¥1.6 billion in approximately two years. It did this by working with sixty-thousand-
plus KOLs and KOCs across Douyin, Xiaohongshu, and Kuaishou, spending an
estimated ¥1 billion or more per year on promotion. The model is industrial scale —
¥500 million in Douyin sales within eleven months, driven by breadth, not depth.

The distinction matters because the economic logic is fundamentally different. The
Casamigos model works when one person’s reach is so large that their personal
brand effectively eliminates paid customer acquisition cost. The 轻上 model works
when mass seeding across tens of thousands of creators produces enough aggregate
reach to compete with traditional media. They produce very different unit economics,
risk profiles, and exit outcomes.

For alcohol specifically, the structural constraints are tighter than for any other
consumer category.

Xiaohongshu and Douyin both classify alcoholic beverages as restricted content.
Posts cannot imply that alcohol relieves stress or anxiety. They cannot encourage
heavy drinking. They cannot show consumption before driving or operating
machinery. In February 2026, Xiaohongshu tightened rules to ban promotion of any
product carrying the official “blue-hat” health-food certification — a change that
specifically hit tonic and health liquor brands, demonstrating that entire alcohol
subcategories can face platform restrictions with minimal notice.



The regulatory environment doesn’t make creator-driven alcohol brands impossible.
But it does impose a specific ceiling that doesn’t exist for beauty, fashion, or food: the
natural content language for a beverage brand — “unwind after a long day,” “the
perfect way to relax” — is precisely the language that triggers compliance action on
alcohol content.

Then there’s the cautionary tale. In January 2025, 梅见 (Mei Jian), the Jiangxiaobai-
backed plum wine brand with over ¥1 billion in cumulative backing, suffered a genuine
marketing crisis when an offensive, tone-deaf ad tagline went viral for the wrong
reasons. The incident is a concrete, recent, same-category example of what happens
when creator-driven content strategies outrun brand control. When content is
produced externally, at scale, the reputational risk compounds.

CREATORS
≠ BRAND
CREATORS SOLVE DISCOVERY. THEY DON’T SOLVE REPEAT PURCHASE, AND THEY

DON’T SOLVE DISTRIBUTION. THE BRANDS THAT SUCCESSFULLY LEVERAGE
CREATORS IN CHINESE ALCOHOL TREAT THEM AS A CHANNEL LAYER WITH THE
REACH BENEFITS OF THE CASAMIGOS APPROACH WITHOUT THE SINGLE-POINT-OF-
FAILURE RISK, AND THE REGULATORY EXPOSURE OF THE MASS-SEEDING MODEL
WITHOUT THE ¥1BN/YEAR COST STRUCTURE.



M OM ENTUM

How the Signals
Reinforce Each
Other



Taken separately,
these five signals
describe an
interesting market.
Taken together, they
describe something
more specific: a
structural gap that
exists for identifiable
reasons, that nobody
has been able to
close, and that
current market



dynamics are making
more accessible, not
less.

The signals reinforce each other in a specific sequence.

Health-conscious consumption habits — documented across sports, lifestyle, and
food categories — have created new drinking occasions that didn’t exist when the
dominant market formats were designed. Consumers are drinking after running clubs,
picking up interesting cans from convenience stores and drinking them on the street,
keeping stashes of beverages at home not for guests but for themselves on random
Tuesday evenings.

Signal 01

Capital retreat

Signal 02

New occasions

Signal 03

Premium identity

Signal 04

Distribution open

Signal 05

Creators = channel

THE

OPPORTUNITY

Health-conscious habits → new occasions → premium identity demand

→ distribution uncertainty → venture retreat → lower-cost attention via creators

All five converge on a premium, occasion-specific, digitally-distributed position — unoccupied at scale.

Venture brands scaled before proving demand. Creator brands hit regulatory ceilings.

Incumbents are tied to mass retail. The gap is real. The reason it’s still open is also real.

MOMENTUM: FIVE SIGNALS CONVERGING ON A STRUCTURAL GAP

Synthesis of Signals 01–05



These new occasions have changed what consumers are willing to pay. The price
ladder tells the story: Wusu at ¥0.60, RIO at ¥2.10, Jollee at ¥10.75 per 100 milliliters.
The spread is nearly eighteen times from bottom to top, and the middle tier — the
“premium but accessible” position — is almost entirely unoccupied at scale. The
consumers exist. The willingness to pay exists. The products designed specifically for
their occasions don’t.

But reaching these consumers requires solving distribution in a market where the
incumbent controls nearly ninety percent of the retail shelf, where one experienced
founder argues e-commerce is single digits for alcohol, and where a survey of the
digitally-native consumer already shows online as the majority channel. The
distribution question isn’t settled. It’s the core strategic variable.

The venture capital that might have funded multiple distribution experiments has
largely left the category — driven out by the same repeat-purchase economics that
make this space genuinely hard to crack. That means less competition for shelf space
and consumer attention. But it also means new entrants can’t rely on subsidized
customer acquisition.

Which brings the creator economy into focus. Creators can lower the cost of early
attention — reaching specific audiences at a fraction of traditional media spend. But
alcohol content restrictions constrain what they can say. The brands that scaled
creator-driven beverage sales in China did it through mass seeding, not single-creator
identity. Creators solve discovery. They don’t solve repeat purchase, and they don’t
solve distribution.

The convergence points toward a specific opportunity: a premium-positioned,
occasion-specific beverage brand built for the digitally-native Chinese consumer —
distributed through a channel strategy that doesn’t depend on RIO’s mass-retail
infrastructure, funded at a scale that forces demand-side validation before supply-side
expansion, and built on a repeat-purchase model proven before distribution scales
rather than after.

The convergence also explains why nobody has captured it yet. The venture-funded
brands of the 2021 cycle tried to scale distribution before proving repeat purchase,
and the economics broke. The incumbent is structurally tied to a mass-market format
and a retail infrastructure that protects its position but limits its ability to chase new



occasions. And creator-driven entrants trying to bridge Western celebrity-brand
economics with Chinese alcohol regulations face constraints neither the Casamigos
model nor the 轻上 model had to contend with alone.

The structural gap is real. The reason it’s still open is also real. The window won’t stay
open forever — but it’s wider right now than the conventional narrative about this
category would suggest.



PATTERNS

What Repeats
Across Markets
— And What
Doesn’t



Some dynamics are
specific to China.
Others repeat across
markets with a
regularity that starts
to look like a rule.
Here are three
patterns we kept
noticing — in the US
hard-seltzer cycle, in
the Chinese low-ABV
correction, and in the
way premium



beverage brands get
built regardless of
geography.

Pattern 1: The RTD category doesn’t
grow linearly — it bifurcates.
In the United States, the headline number suggests the hard-seltzer market is
declining — roughly eight percent per year in dollar sales. But the aggregate conceals
two subcategories moving in opposite directions. Malt-based hard seltzer (White
Claw, Truly’s base business) is contracting, down roughly eight percent. Spirits-based
seltzer (High Noon, Nütrl) is growing at more than thirty percent annually. The
category isn’t dying or growing — it’s splitting by format, ABV, and consumer
occasion.

The incumbents saw this coming. White Claw launched Surge at eight percent ABV.
Truly launched Unruly at the same strength. Both moved toward higher-ABV, cocktail-
adjacent extensions because the growth was concentrating there. The pattern: as a
category matures, growth doesn’t disappear. It concentrates in the subcategory that
better matches how consumers are actually using the product.

China’s RTD market shows early signs of the same bifurcation. RIO’s 微醺 line owns
the sub-three-percent “light” occasion with 88.5% market share. Genki Forest’s 浪
pushed above that, to nine percent ABV, explicitly positioned for a more experienced
drinker — a middling result but a genuine attempt at the higher-ABV side of the
divide. The question isn’t whether the Chinese market will split similarly. The pattern
suggests it will. The question is when, and which format claims the growing side of the
divide.



Pattern 2: The venture financing cycle is
predictable — and the brands that
survive the correction face less
competition.
The sequence is consistent across markets. A category attracts early capital on strong
growth projections. The capital funds production scale-up ahead of demand-side
validation. The demand side reveals a repeat-purchase rate lower than the models
assumed. The correction hits: margins collapse, investors pull back, consolidation
begins. The brands that survive the correction — the ones that were better
capitalized, better managed, or simply luckier — face a less crowded competitive field
and more realistic growth expectations.

Boston Beer’s hard-seltzer crisis in 2021 is the American instance: gross margin
swung from 46.9% to 30.7% in a single quarter, driven by demand miscalibration that
every beverage model should now treat as a cautionary tale. The Chinese low-ABV
financing freeze from 2022 to 2024 is the same pattern, different market: fifty-six deals
to fewer than five per year, driven by the same underlying dynamic — production
scaled before repeat purchase was proven.

The difference is timing. The US cycle is further along — the spirits-based seltzer
boom is already a confirmed growth story, the survivors have consolidated, and the
competitive field has thinned. The Chinese cycle is earlier. The brands entering now,
with the benefit of watching a full cycle play out in a structurally similar market, and
with the discipline that comes from knowing venture capital won’t subsidize bad unit
economics, are operating in a structurally different environment than the 2021 cohort.
The market is the same size or larger. The competitive pressure from well-funded
peers is dramatically lower. The lesson of the last cycle — prove repeat purchase
before scaling supply — is available to anyone willing to learn it.

Pattern 3: Premium in alcohol is rarely
about the liquid.
Casamigos didn’t win on taste — it won on George Clooney’s association with a
specific kind of effortless, adult sophistication. Aviation Gin didn’t win on botanical
profile — it won on Ryan Reynolds’s self-deprecating humor and the identity signal
that came with it. Jollee doesn’t win on grape varietal — it wins on “I’m the kind of
person who drinks fruit-infused wine, not whatever everyone else is drinking.”



Across every market and every price tier, premium alcohol purchases are identity
purchases. The product is the vehicle. The identity signal is the destination.

This pattern is so consistent that it functions as a diagnostic. If you can’t articulate, in
one sentence, what a consumer is saying about themselves when they choose your
product that they aren’t saying when they choose the cheaper alternative, you don’t
have a premium position. You have a product with a higher price tag, and consumers
can tell the difference.

The Chinese market offers a particularly clean illustration. Wusu says “I’m practical
and regional.” RIO says “I’m modern, relaxed, and I buy what’s popular.” Genki Forest
says “I’m health-conscious and I know new brands.” Jollee says “I have sophisticated
taste and I make my own choices.” The brands that will occupy the unclaimed space
between RIO and Jollee will be the ones whose identity signal is clear enough that
consumers recognize themselves in it without being told.



IM PLICATIONS

What This
Suggests
For the Next 3–5
Years



If these observations
hold, here’s what they
suggest for the people
building, funding, and
watching this
category.





For founders: the next breakout won’t look like the last cycle’s funded brands. The
2021 playbook — raise significant capital, seed distribution widely, hope repeat
purchase materializes — is dead, and the market has priced in its failure. The brands
that succeed will likely start narrower: prove repeat purchase on a specific occasion
before expanding to others, validate the distribution channel that actually reaches
their consumer before scaling, and treat the venture capital retreat not as a funding
problem but as a competitive moat. The absence of well-capitalized competitors
creates time to get the demand side right. What looks like a disadvantage is, in this
specific market, a forcing function for the discipline the last cohort lacked.

For investors: the conventional wisdom that “low-ABV is a broken category in China”
is a category-level narrative that conceals segment-level opportunity. The venture
pullback was a rational response to the 2021 cohort’s structural problems. It wasn’t a
verdict on whether Chinese consumers will pay a premium for a beverage that
matches their identity and occasion. They already are. The question is whether the
brands that capture this demand can do so with unit economics that survive the
repeat-purchase reality the last cycle exposed. The brands worth backing will have a
specific, defensible answer to the distribution question, a repeat-purchase model
validated before the Series A, and a cost structure that doesn’t assume venture-scale
marketing budgets. In a category where capital has largely exited, disciplined capital
with realistic expectations about velocity and scale can produce better outcomes than
the capital-intensive model that failed.

For the broader beverage industry: RIO’s 88.5% market share is both a barrier and
an opportunity. It’s a barrier because direct assault on mass retail shelf space is
unwinnable for a new entrant without RIO-scale resources. It’s an opportunity
because a near-monopoly in a growing category creates demand for alternatives —
different occasions, different channels, different identity signals — that the incumbent
is structurally unable to address without cannibalizing its core. The wedge isn’t price.
It’s not format. It’s occasion specificity and identity clarity. The brands that win will
compete around RIO, through different occasions, different channels, different identity
signals — rather than trying to compete on it.



The global analog is instructive without being determinative. The US market
suggests that the premium-adjacent alcohol space — higher quality, more occasion-
specific, identity-driven rather than price-driven — is where category growth
concentrates once the base category matures. China is earlier in this cycle, with
different regulatory constraints and distribution structures. The pattern repeats. The
specifics don’t.

What we’re watching: whether the next significant Chinese beverage brand is built by
a company that understood these signals before they became obvious — or by one
that learned them the expensive way, the way the last cycle’s brands did.



APPENDIX

Methodology,
Sources
& Data Notes



Methodology
This report draws on research conducted between June and July 2026, organized into
five workstreams:

1. Global Comparable Analysis: Financial, growth, and marketing data for six non-
alcoholic challenger brands (Olipop, Poppi, Liquid Death, Athletic Brewing, Recess,
Hop WTR) used for playbook and trajectory analysis only. Economic comps (White
Claw, Truly, High Noon) analyzed separately for cost structure, margin, and valuation
benchmarking. All funding and valuation data is vintage-tagged to the era of the
transaction (2021–2022 “bubble era” vs. 2024–2025 “corrected market”).

2. China Beverage Landscape & Regulation: Market structure, pricing, and
regulatory analysis including primary-source founder accounts, platform content
policies, and alcohol tax and licensing frameworks.

3. Demand-Side Benchmarking & Unit Economics: Price-band positioning across
Chinese alcohol categories, repeat-purchase benchmarks, retail velocity data, and a
contribution-margin-per-unit bridge benchmarked against global economic comps.

4. Influencer-Led Brand Analysis: Global celebrity-founder case studies
(Casamigos, Aviation Gin), Chinese KOL-driven brand models (轻上, 华夏丝路), and
alcohol-specific content regulation analysis across Douyin and Xiaohongshu.

5. Funding, Dilution & Case Studies: China low-ABV financing timeline (2020–
2025), venture dilution norms, and in-depth case studies of Blue Dash (布鲁大师), 梅
见 (Mei Jian), MissBerry (贝瑞甜心), and related consumer brands.

Comp-Set Framework
Brand & Growth Comps (Olipop, Poppi, Liquid Death, Athletic Brewing, Recess,
Hop WTR): Used only for marketing playbook, channel strategy, and growth-trajectory
analysis. These are non-alcoholic challenger brands whose economics differ
structurally from alcohol RTD products.

Economic Comps (White Claw / Mark Anthony Brands, Truly / Boston Beer, High
Noon / E&J Gallo, plus Chinese low-ABV and RTD brands): Used for cost structure,
excise tax treatment, margin benchmarks, funding scale, and valuation multiples.



These are alcohol products with comparable regulatory and cost structures.

Limitations
Private company financial data is inherently limited; where public filings were unavailable, this report
relies on disclosed funding rounds, industry estimates, and founder accounts.
Chinese-language source availability varies by category; low-ABV and RTD-specific data is thinner
than general beverage or alcohol data.
Platform content policies (Douyin, Xiaohongshu) are subject to change without notice; the regulatory
analysis reflects the state of policy as of mid-2026.
All market-sizing figures should be treated as directional; methodology varies significantly across
sources, particularly for emerging subcategories.

Key Sources
Global Comps:

Olipop valuation and funding — BevIndustry, Inc., Food Dive (2025)
Poppi / PepsiCo acquisition — PepsiCo press release, CNBC, MergerSight (2025)
Liquid Death financials — Sacra, Retail Dive, Forbes (2024)
Athletic Brewing funding — General Atlantic, Forbes (2024–2025)
White Claw / Mark Anthony Brands — BeverageDaily, Brewbound (2024–2025)
Boston Beer / Truly financials — SEC 8-K filings FY2021–FY2024, Brewbound
High Noon / E&J Gallo — Business Model Analyst, Brewbound (2024)
Beverage category failure rates — SPDLoad, Margin Velocity, Coca-Cola Venturing & Emerging
Brands

China Market:

Blue Dash founder Neil Lyu FBIF 2023 presentation — BrandStar
Genki Forest product strategy and market performance — multiple Chinese industry sources (2024–
2025)
RIO / Shanghai Bacchus market share — industry reports (2024)
Craft beer investment and brewery data — industry trackers (2021–2024)
China RTD market sizing — multiple sources with methodology notes

Demand-Side:

Beverage repeat-purchase benchmarks — BS&Co, Mage Loyalty, Repeat.io (2025)
Retail / CVS velocity benchmarks — Buddy, BBG Insights, vDriven
Price-band data: Wusu, RIO, Genki Forest, Jollee — Tmall, JD, 什么值得买, 知乎 (2024–2026)
China alcohol e-commerce penetration — iiMedia via 21经济网 (2024)

Influencer & Content:

轻上 (Q-up) growth model — Sina Finance (2025)
华夏丝路 KOL strategy — 未来智库 (2024)
Xiaohongshu content policies — Prizm Digital, InfluChina, Tencent News (2025–2026)
梅见 marketing incident — 36氪, 界面新闻 (January 2025)
Celebrity brand valuation analysis — multiple sources



Funding & Case Studies:

China low-ABV financing timeline — multiple Chinese industry sources (2020–2025)
MissBerry, 冰青, 梅见, 好望水 funding data — industry databases (2020–2022)
China angel / early-stage dilution norms — industry sources (2024–2025)

Category Definitions
RTD (Ready-to-Drink): Pre-mixed alcoholic beverages sold in single-serve format,
typically canned or bottled, including hard seltzer, canned cocktails, and flavored
alcoholic beverages.

Low-ABV (低度酒): In the Chinese market context, typically refers to alcoholic
beverages below ten percent ABV, encompassing RTD products, fruit wines, and
flavored alcoholic drinks — distinct from beer, baijiu, and traditional wine.

Hard Seltzer: Carbonated water with alcohol base (malt or spirits) and flavoring,
typically four to six percent ABV in the US market. The subcategory distinction
between malt-based and spirits-based is material to growth trajectories.
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