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China’s Global Push in Retail:
What Executives Need to Know

Chinese e-commerce players are outgrowing their
domestic market—as Singles Day 2025 is set to show.
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At a Glance

P In Bain’s third Retail Holiday Newsletter of 2025, we preview the world’s biggest shopping
festival, Singles Day, which is becoming more international amid China’s economic slowdown.

D Its cross-border expansion is part of a global push that has seen Chinese retailers build strong
positions in Southeast Asia and a foothold in the US, aided by disruptive capabilities.

P However, China’s e-commerce giants must now contend with tightening global regulation,
formidable incumbents, and deep-lying differences in how some nations shop.

Singles Day has a decidedly international flavor this year at Taobao. The Alibaba-owned e-commerce
platform is running simultaneous Singles Day promotions in 20 countries—a noteworthy expansion
of its previous cross-border selling efforts during the Chinese shopping festival.

Taobao’s move is just one sign of the increasing globalization of Chinese e-commerce—a trend that
reaches well beyond promotional set pieces such as Singles Day, which reaches a peak on November 11,
and the rival 618 event, held each June.

Consider Southeast Asia. In Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines, Chinese-owned players—led by
Alibaba’s Lazada and ByteDance’s Tik Tok Shop—account for as much as half of business-to-consumer
e-commerce (see Figure 1). This strong position has been built up through a combination of organic
expansion and acquisition, underpinned by low prices that meet the needs of many developing
market consumers.

Progress has been made by Chinese retailers in other regions, too. In Latin America, the Middle East,
and some parts of Europe, the likes of AliExpress (Alibaba’s global third-party marketplace), Shein,
and Temu (part of PDD Holdings, which also owns the Pinduoduo platform in China) have established
a solid presence. And in the US, the biggest retail market of all, Chinese e-commerce players now have
a high-profile (and highly sensitive) foothold.

This international expansion has been fueled by China’s preeminence in e-commerce and the speed
with which the domestic market continues to evolve. Although South Korea’s e-commerce penetration
is higher than China’s, its domestic market is a fraction of the size (see Figure 2). Only the US comes
even vaguely close to China’s potent combination of a colossal market and widespread adoption

of e-commerce.

Crucially, the dizzying progression of the Chinese domestic market—from old-school e-commerce toward
new frontiers of social media-driven retail and near-instant fulfillment—has given Chinese players
disruptive capabilities that have allowed them to compete successfully in foreign markets.
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Figure 1: Chinese retailers are a force in Southeast Asia and have a solid
presence in Latin America, the Middle East, and Africa
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Figure 2: High e-commerce penetration and a vast market size set China apart in
global retail
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Notes: Penetration measured as e-commerce share of gross merchandise value (GMV); Australasia includes
Australia and New Zealand; includes only business-to-consumer e-commerce
Sources: Euromonitor; Flywheel Digital; Bain & Company

These homegrown capabilities include:

s ¢

¢ rapid product innovation, exemplified by Shein’s “test and react” approach, in which clothing designs
are made in small batches, with winners scaled up in days;

¢ creative demand generation, showcased in TikTok’s use of must-watch content to spur impulse
purchases;

e accelerated fulfilment, honed in a domestic market where delivery times are increasingly a matter
of minutes;

e visionary expansion of digital ecosystems that both enriches the customer experience and opens
up new profit pools in areas such as financial services and logistics; and

o skillful use of artificial intelligence in applications such as Temu’s recommendation engine,
AliExpress’ vendor tools, and Shein’s inventory management.

However, for all their progress so far, Chinese e-commerce groups now face challenges that will make
the next phase of their global expansion both more important and harder to achieve—as this year’s
Singles Day is likely to show.
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Singles Day or Singles Month?

Known for deep discounts from a wide range of retailers on everything from beauty products to electronic
gadgets, clothing, pet care, and furniture, the Singles Day festival is easily the biggest shopping event in
the world. It dwarfs Cyber Week, the post-Thanksgiving surge in US buying that includes Black Friday.

Singles Day has developed a strong international component since it was launched in 2009, featuring
prominent marketing campaigns and promotions in other parts of Asia. Last year, for instance, Alibaba
boasted of strong Singles Day sales of ballet shoes in Japan and gaming keyboards in South Korea.

Nevertheless, Singles Day’s once-stellar growth has been maturing for several years, held back by
increased competition from a proliferation of rival sales events, the difficulty of increasing Chinese
consumer participation beyond its already-high levels, and the general economic slowdown in China.

The event has also succumbed to a certain middle-age spread—in its duration, at least. Last year, the
promotional period for Singles Day more than doubled from 11 days to 28 days. The headline revenue
metric for the festival, gross merchandise value (GMV), duly rose 27% to RMB 1.442 trillion in 2024,
not including locally fulfilled Singles Day purchases made in foreign markets (see Figure 3).

On one level, the 27% growth rate is a throwback to the punchy 35% compound annual growth that Singles
Day achieved between 2015 and 2019. However, the 2024 surge was massively inflated by the expansion

Figure 3: Last year, Singles Day sales were artificially boosted by the festival’s
extension to 28 days

Singles Day gross merchandise value (B RMB)

123 177
2015 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
Total promotional days 1 M M 1 28

Notes: 2014-19 includes sales only on November 11; 2020-24 festival duration defined by promotional schedule of
largest player amid variation by retailer; 2021 gross merchandise value restated to avoid double-counting Diantao
Sources: Syntun; Flywheel Digital; Bain & Company
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of the festival period: Average GMV per promotion day fell by half, even with the early impact
of government economic stimulus measures offering trade-in subsidies for home appliances,
phones, and other goods.

How will Singles Day sales turn out this year? On one level, the festival may continue to benefit from
stimulus subsidies in 2025. The ongoing consumer incentives boosted sales during this year’s 618 festival,
helping to increase GMV by 15.2% to RMB 856 billion, although the strong gain was also distorted

by an extension of the promotional period, like that of Singles Day 2024.

Last year, the promotional period for Singles Day more
than doubled from 11 days to 28 days.

That said, there are question marks over how long the stimulus measures will be funded. Overall,
economic conditions remain challenging, too, amid faltering retail sales growth, continued deflationary
pressure, lingering real estate market weakness, and other negative factors.

Chinese retailers are likely to have realistic expectations about growth in Singles Day GMV, a metric
they’ve already stopped highlighting. That’s not to say anyone has given up on the event. All players
continue to work hard to maintain sales momentum while using this time of year to showcase innovation.
But Singles Day’s relative stagnation underlines the need for Chinese retailers to find revenue

growth beyond China—fast.

Three international challenges for Chinese e-commerce groups

As international expansion becomes more important for Chinese e-commerce groups, it’s also likely
to grow more difficult, largely due to three key factors: tightening global regulation, formidable local
competition, and deep-lying differences in how some nations like to shop.

Tightening regulation: This year, the US removed “de minimis” exemptions for low-value postal
consignments after a surge in exports from Chinese e-commerce groups using the loophole; the
European Union has been looking at taking a tougher approach in this area, too. Chinese e-commerce
groups also face concerns over data privacy, national security, product safety, and other elements of
consumer protection, as well as unfair competition with local businesses. Chinese players are responding
in a variety of ways. Temu, for instance, has moved toward a model in which goods are held in overseas
warehouses rather than sent directly from China to shoppers. Some Chinese retailers have used their
international breadth to take a portfolio approach, moving resources to less challenging markets.
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Formidable incumbents: Chinese e-commerce groups and their low prices have won a lot of market
share from brick-and-mortar retailers, but other e-commerce specialists have proved formidable
competitors. In key Southeast Asian markets, for instance, Lazada has lost share to Singapore’s Shopee.
In the US, taking on tech-savvy incumbents such as Amazon and Walmart was always going to be hard,
even before regulation tightened. Amazon’s launch of its bargain shopping platform Amazon Haul—a
direct threat to Chinese rivals—is just one sign that competition is now heating up. The incumbent
challenge is also formidable in Latin America, where Mercado Libre will be hard to beat due to its
powerful ecosystem, deep regional understanding, strong brand trust, and scale. International
competition between Chinese retailers shouldn’t be underestimated, either.

Consumer differences: Consumers in countries that have embraced Chinese retailers the most

share two characteristics. They are highly price-sensitive due to their limited purchasing power, and they
are very open to making impulse purchases from their phones (see Figure 4). In markets such as the US,
the UK, and Japan, consumers are more likely to start a purchase with an online search, while browsing
and shopping in brick-and-mortar stores also remains a powerful habit. These differences help to explain
why it isn’t going to be easy for Chinese e-commerce groups to replicate their Southeast Asian success in
more developed markets. It's not just a matter of premiumizing their low-cost offerings; it’s also about
catering to deep-lying differences in consumer behavior in markets that limit the use of 360-degree

data to target shoppers precisely.

Figure 4: So far, Chinese retailers have tended to succeed in markets with lower
online purchasing power
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Sources: Digital Evolution Index by Mastercard and Tufts University; World Population Review; Euromonitor;
Flywheel Digital; Bain & Company



BAIN & COMPANY (O

China’s Global Push in Retail: What Executives Need to Know

A new phase of Chinese global expansion in retail

Far from being killed off by tariffs, the internationalization of Chinese retail is entering a new phase.

In July, for instance, JD.com announced it was buying a majority holding in Germany’s Ceconomy, owner
of the MediaMarkt electronics chain. Then, in September, it emerged that JD.com had been in abortive
talks to buy Argos, a British omnichannel general merchandise retailer, from J Sainsbury.

As China’s retailers gear up for another international Singles Day, rivals around the world need to prepare
themselves for an intensification of competition and the possibility of further mergers and acquisitions
activity, including partnerships. They also shouldn’t neglect the strategic opportunity to strengthen their
own businesses by learning from the rise of these disruptive innovators—and from the cutting-edge
Chinese e-commerce market they have now started to outgrow.
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