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Executive Summary 

 Growth in travel from China is slowing, reflecting the maturing of a market that only 

opened in the mid-1990s. The volume of Chinese outbound (102 million) is three 

times the size of 2010 and 10 times that of 2000. This was delivered by extraordinary 

but unsustainable annual growth of 15-20% in the early part of the decade, which 

slowed to around 8% in 2016-18. The political unrest in Hong Kong (China’s top 

destination) has seen growth estimates slow further this year and in 2020. 

 Tourism Economics projects outbound growth to rebound in 2021 and settle around 

6% through to 2028 (though with downside risks in the near-term). This is higher than 

most other large source markets and will see China become the world’s second 

largest outbound market in terms of global destination arrivals by 2024. 

 China has been a significant driver of growth in travel to Asia-Pacific (APAC) in recent 

years and is the region’s largest source market by far, having overtaken Hong Kong in 

2011. Growth in Chinese travel to APAC is slowing, consistent with Chinese outbound 

overall. The region is also becoming less reliant on China to drive growth – China is 

projected to account for one-quarter of the annual increase in visitors to APAC 

between 2019 and 2028, compared to one-third for the previous decade. 

 In volumes terms, China is still projected to deliver the largest increase in visitors to 

APAC over the coming decade – 47 million in 2028 relative to 2019, more than double 

the next largest source market. To deliver this increase in volume, South Korea would 

need to achieve annual growth of 13% and India 25%, compared to 5% for China. 

 Growth in Chinese outbound over the long-term will likely be supported by an increase 

in the number of middle-income households, while the relatively low propensity for 

international travel among the Chinese offers upside potential.  
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China as an Outbound Travel Market 

China is the third largest outbound market in the world in terms of overnight arrivals to 

other countries, with an estimated 102 million in 2019.1 This is behind only the United 

States (129 million) and Germany (117 million), and well ahead of the United Kingdom 

(91 million) and France (56 million). Tourism Economics forecasts that China will provide 

the strongest outbound growth of these countries over the coming decade 

(notwithstanding the recent slowing – see below) and overtake Germany to become the 

second largest source market by around 2024. 

The vast majority of trips from China are short-haul – almost 80% are to other destinations 

in the Asia-Pacific region (APAC). Hong Kong has traditionally been the largest 

destination, accounting of 20% of China’s outbound in 2018, followed by Macao (13%), 

Thailand (11%) and Japan (8%). However, Asia-Pacific has become slightly less 

prominent as a destination over time as Chinese travellers increasingly look to longer-haul 

countries, a trend that is projected to continue. Europe has become a more popular 

destination in recent years, receiving 15% of Chinese outbound, up from 12% in 2010.  

Slowing Growth from China – Recent and Long-term 

Growth in China’s outbound travel has been slowing for some time, reflecting the maturing 

of a market that only opened in the mid-1990s, as international travel spending accounts 

for a larger proportion of income. More recently, outbound growth has fallen below GDP 

growth in the past year, largely reflecting the political unrest in Hong Kong. This unrest is 

expected to continue to weigh on outbound growth into 2020 and potentially beyond. 

Tourism Economics’ baseline projections indicate growth returning to around 6% from 

2021 but with downside risks.  

 

1 Unless otherwise stated, ‘Outbound’ (including outbound trips or visits) refers to the sum of destination arrivals 
– that is, arrivals sourced from one country (e.g. China) – that involve at least one overnight. A single departure 
from a source country can involve arrivals in multiple destinations (i.e. a single departure can be calculated as 
more than one ‘outbound’ trip based on the sum of arrivals methodology). ‘Inbound’ also only includes overnight 
visits. 

China is the third largest source market in terms of global destination arrivals but is only the fourth largest 
outbound market in terms of departures. This is because China has a higher multi-destination ratio than some 
other outbound markets. China is also the fourth largest source market in terms of overnights. 
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It is necessary to consider China’s slowing outbound growth in a historical and global 

context. China’s outbound volume is three times the size of that in 2010 and 10 times the 

volume of 2000. The extraordinary annual growth of 15-20% early in the decade was 

unlikely to be sustained as the market matured. The slowing in recent years has still seen 

growth comparable to or greater than the world’s other large source markets (aside from 

the weakness in 2019 and 2020), including 7-8% in 2016-18. 

 

Moreoever, Tourism Economics’ baseline forecasts are for China’s outbound to grow at an 

annual average rate of more than 5% over the coming decade – exceptional given the 

volume of the market and stronger than than the US (4%), Germany (2.5%), UK (4%) and 

the global average (4%). China is projected to deliver the largest number of additional 

travellers in 2028 relative to 2019 (66 million, compared to 45 million for the US).  

The Prominence of China as a Source Market for Asia-Pacific 

The vast majority of arrivals to APAC (80%) are sourced from other countries within the 

region. Of these, China is by far the largest, accounting for 23% of arrivals – a significant 

increase from its 2010 share of 14%. The next largest source markets are Hong Kong 

(10%) and South Korea (7%). China’s share is projected to remain steady (rather than 

grow further) in the coming decade, reflecting the slowdown in China’outbound growth and 

increasing travel to long-haul destinations (particularly Europe) relative to short-haul.  
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China’s Role in Driving Travel to Asia-Pacific 

As well as increasing its share of arrivals to Asia-Pacific, the volume of China’s travel to 

the region has also increased significantly – trips to APAC in 2019 (80 million) are 

estimated to be 51 million higher than those made in 2010. This is almost four times the 

size of the next largest increase (delivered by South Korea) and represents one-third of 

the increase in annual arrivals to the region over the period. The strong growth in Chinese 

outbound to APAC has been a key factor in the region outperforming all others as a 

destination over the past decade – APAC’s share of global arrivals is almost one-quarter, 

having increased from around one-fifth in 2010.2 

Growth in Chinese travel to Asia-Pacific (like most regions) is projected to slow, to around 

5% on average annually over the next decade (compared to 12% in 2010-19). The region 

is projected to become less reliant on China to drive growth – China is expected to 

account for one-quarter of the increase in annual arrivals to the region between 2019 and 

2028, down from one-third over the past decade. 

However, the projected volume of visitors delivered from China to APAC is still 

significantly larger than any other source market. The increase in annual trips from China 

to elsewhere in the region is projected to increase by 47 million between 2019 and 2028, 

more than double the next largest (Singapore). To put the magnitude of this volume into 

perspective, to deliver the same volume increase other source markets would need to 

achieve average annual growth of between 10% (Hong Kong) and 25% (India) over the 

period, compared to 5% for China. It is worth noting though that a worse economic 

outcome, potentially from an escalation in the trade war, could deliver weaker Chinese 

travel demand growth and would be a key risk for many destinations in the region.  

 

Long-term Outlook for Chinese Outbound Travel 

There are underlying factors which are likely to support the projected growth in China’s 

outbound travel over the coming decade, and provide the potential for additional growth in 

the years beyond. For instance, China is expected to deliver by far the largest increase in 

 

2 Within Asia-Pacific, Southeast Asia has performed particularly strongly (especially Vietnam, Indonesia and 
Thailand) and gained market share (currently 38%, up from 34% in 2010) at the expense of Northeast Asia 
(51%, down from 54%). 
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the number of middle-income households over the next decade (the income at which 

households typically travel internationally) – 74 million, compared to 12 million in India. 

 

Despite the significant volume of Chinese outbound, the propensity to travel is still 

relatively low among the population. Any increase in this propensity beyond that projected 

would offer significant upside potential to growth. The annual number of overnights 

travelled (outbound and domestic) by the Chinese population is only 2 per capita, 

projected to increase to just 3 in the coming decade. This compares to 4.5 nights among 

Japan’s population, 9 in the US, 12 in Germany and 13 in the UK. This variation reflects 

differences in relative incomes, demographics and cultural factors (including the amount of 

paid holidays) between countries. As income increases and economic development 

progresses in the country, it can be expected that China will broadly follow a similar travel 

propensity path to that of Japan and the US, illustrating the potential upside. 

The propensity for outbound travel relative to domestic is also relatively low. Domestic 

trips within China accounts for 85% of all travel  – similar to the US, but significantly higher 

than than the UK (33%), Germany (50%) and globally (68%). China’s outbound share of 

total travel is projected to increase only slightly in coming years. Consistent with this, it 

has been reported that less than 10% of Chinese have a passport, compared to 40% of 

Americans and three-quarters of Britons.  
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