Labubu dolls frenzy sparks UK sales halt as collector mania grips London

[image: ]
When 26-year-old healthcare consultant Michelle Keller unwrapped her latest find, a chestnut-furred Labubu doll, it was clear she had hit the jackpot. After navigating the frenzied crowds of central London and braving long queues, she successfully acquired a “rare special” Labubu, a whimsical yet slightly sinister creature that has captured the hearts of many. With its fluffy exterior, pronounced gnashers, and spiky ears, it evokes a nostalgic mix of childhood legends and pop culture—think a blend between a creature from Where the Wild Things Are and an unsettling Teletubby.
Keller, like many other enthusiasts, has found herself in the midst of an exhilarating hunt for these dolls, the latest in a long lineage of collectable characters from Asia, which includes beloved icons like Hello Kitty and Sonny Angel. The dolls, part of a collection known as The Monsters, were brought to life by Hong Kong illustrator Kasing Lung and have cultivated a dedicated following since their launch in 2019. Keller recounts her experience at the Pop Mart store in Soho, filled with tension as rival collectors scrambled for their own Labubu treasures, affirming that “it’s like a lottery.” Her newfound prize hangs from her handbag, a badge of honour within a thriving subculture defined by playful aesthetics.
Recently, Pop Mart, the exclusive global distributor of Labubus, announced it would temporarily halt in-person sales in the UK due to the chaos surrounding their popularity. Customers have reportedly camped outside stores, eager to snag the limited-edition figures, leading to serious safety concerns. With prices for these collectibles starting at £17.50, the rare dolls can fetch up to £1,500 online, making them a desired target for resellers. As Keller puts it, the competitive environment has prompted her to be more cautious with her prized possessions, opting to keep her rare Labubu at home, rather than risk theft.
While the phenomenon appears recent in the UK, Labubus have rapidly morphed into status symbols among young women, similar to last year’s craze for colourful Stanley cups. The trend speaks to a broader cultural narrative wherein displaying such trinkets indicates a certain level of cultural awareness and social connectivity. Despite the apparent superficiality of collecting quirky dolls, many participants find genuine connections through shared interests. The aesthetic is a reflection of a consumer culture increasingly centred around unique and relatable experiences.
Celebrity endorsements have been pivotal in propelling Labubu dolls into the limelight. Rihanna was spotted with her lychee berry Labubu on a Louis Vuitton bag, while Dua Lipa shared her own with her Hermès Birkin, further cementing the doll's status as a fashionable accessory. K-Pop star Lisa from Blackpink has also joined the ranks, showcasing her Labubu collection, which has sparked immense interest among her fans. In a market where adults—often dubbed “kidults”—are projected to spend £1 out of every £3 on toys, the appeal of such collectibles continues to grow. The toys-for-adults market in the UK alone is valued at £1 billion, a reflection of shifting consumer habits where nostalgia meets luxury.
Adding to this dynamic, luxury fashion houses are adopting the trend, with designs featuring plushie-like accessories proliferating on runways and in boutiques. Miu Miu included bag charms in its latest collections, while Danish label (di)vision showcased plushie-covered coats at Copenhagen Fashion Week. This confluence of high fashion and childhood nostalgia illustrates how the accessorisation trend has transcended age demographics, with women—and men—seeking to personalise their belongings in ways that express their individuality.
The evolution of these playful accessories often draws parallels with historical trends, most notably Jane Birkin’s artistic flair for decorating her Hermès bags in the Eighties. Amanda Marcuson, founder of Bag Crap, underscores the creative potential behind these charms, noting that they allow for personal expression and foster community connections. This unique interplay can disarm perceptions, shifting how high-end luxury items are viewed. Instead of solely representing opulence, a Labubu charm can introduce an element of humour and relatability.
Notably, the appeal of Labubus lies partly in their non-conventional "cuteness." While mainstream cute characters like Jellycats dominate the market, the sharp features and quirky aesthetics of Labubus resonate with those seeking something more stimulating. Joshua Dale, a professor of "cute studies," asserts that this departure from traditional cuteness offers a fresh perspective on affection and interaction with playthings, particularly in a world filled with stress.
Interestingly, the perception of Labubus may differ across cultural boundaries. In Japan, the trend has taken hold not only among women but men as well, reflecting a more accepting atmosphere for such expressions. In contrast, Keller experiences skepticism on her daily commutes in London, where her furry companion often draws mixed reactions. However, she remains undeterred, eagerly planning to showcase her treasured Labubu in her new workplace, confident that the charm will eventually win over her colleagues.
The Labubu phenomenon encapsulates a shift in the realm of collectables, where personal connections and cultural expressions intertwine within a vibrant community. Beneath the playful exterior lies a landscape of shared experiences and mutual understanding, providing a space for joy in an increasingly complex world. As Keller and others weave their narratives around these lovable yet bizarre characters, they reaffirm that even in a culture driven by aesthetics, the heart of the trend resides in connection.
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