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CHINESE CONSUMERS ARE INCREASINGLY BEING AFFLUENT
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INTRODUCTION

Alipay: A payment gateway owned by Alibaba.

B2C: Vendor being a registered business and selling directly to consumers.

Bonded warehouse: Warehouses in bonded areas (free-trade zones).

Bonded import: Goods cleared via B2C import parcel clearance model. Duty is usually 11.9% to 26.3%.

C2C: Sales or purchases between individuals (like eBay), e.g. Daigou.

Cross-border e-commerce: Sales or purchases of products via online shops across national borders.

Daigou: Personal shopping agent that purchases from retailers and resells the products to consumers.

Marketplace: An e-commerce platform that aggregates a number of 3rd party sellers.

WeChat: A popular social media app created by Tencent with over 600 million active users in China.

WeChat Pay: A payment gateway owned by Tencent.

Weibo: A popular social media platform in China (similar to Twitter and Instagram).

Union Pay: Payment gateway owned by China UnionPay, a Chinese �nancial services corporation.

As the world’s largest e-commerce market, 
China is gradually becoming an ideal 
expansion target for international retailers. 
Entering the Chinese market via cross-border 
e-commerce allows many online retailers to
establish businesses that vigorously grow
beyond their expectations. Nevertheless, the
di�erences and unique characteristics of this
market should never be underestimated. Not
knowing Chinese online shopping behavior
and, speci�cally, cross-border online shopping 
behavior, could lead a business in the wrong 
direction.
In this whitepaper, we show you common 
Chinese customer behaviors when they shop 
cross-border from overseas online retailers to 
help retailers prepare for new challenges in 
2018.

Terms that are used in this whitepaper

https://goo.gl/Kc4QnY
https://goo.gl/x9NRrC
https://goo.gl/yxgsdA
https://goo.gl/srKvSH
https://goo.gl/hvdWV3


Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit. 

CHINESE CONSUMERS ARE INCREASINGLY BEING AFFLUENT

By 2030, the Chinese middle class 
will expand to 75% of total 
population. High and upper 
middle income households 
percentage will increase to 35% 
of total population, 
approximately 490 million people. 
With increasing income, their 
shopping behavior will also shift 
to include more middle-class 
characteristics, such as higher 
purchasing power, 
quality-driven, etc. Foreign 
imported products will remain 
attractive for their better quality 
and brand prestige.

(% of total population, grey income-adjusted, constant 2015 prices) 

20%

53%

37%

3%
7%

15%

11%

55%

High income: (over RMB 200,000)
Upper middle: (between RMB  67,000 - 20,000)
Lower middle: (between RMB  13,000 - 67,000)
Low income: (below RMB  13,000)

CHINESE CONSUMERS ARE BECOMING MOR AFFLUENT 
THAN EVER BEFORE

Annual disposable income per capita distribution 
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Cross-border remains one of the fastest growing 
retail channels in China, compared with traditional 
retailing and domestic e-commerce. By o�ering 
high quality products at competitive prices, 
several foreign retailers see revenue growth in the 
China market. They also feel positive about future 
growth, as more consumers adopt cross-border 
shopping and spend more.

The ongoing consumption upgrade in China 
is now fueling the growth of cross-border 
trading between overseas retailers and 
Chinese consumers. More global retailers are 
joining the gold-digging adventure.

CONSUMPTION UPGRADE 
FUELS CROSS-BORDER 
E-COMMERCE GROWTH

20182013 2014

34.5%

30.8%

2015 2016 2017
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China's Cross-border E-commerce Volume 2013 - 2018

23.5%

19.0% 17.3%

422.24

567.84

742.56

917.28

1092

1281.28

3-year CAGR Growth from 2014 to 2017

Total retail: 

12%
Online retail: 

28%
Cross-border e-commerce:

46%

in billion USD

Source: iiMedia, CECRC 03



CROSS-BORDER ONLINE 
SHOPPING POPULARITY 
CONTINUES TO RISE

More than 58 million Chinese consumers are 
expected to adopt cross-border shopping in 2017 
thanks to the ease of use, improved logistics speed, 
and support over mainstream mobile payment 
methods. Total shoppers are expected to increased 
by 41% compared to 2016, and will maintain a 
double-digit growth momentum into 2018.  

Overall, cross-border e-commerce has reduced the 
risk and costs of doing business in the China 
market, but retailers need to mind the threat of 
increasing competition and market uncertainties. 
Having a good understanding of the Chinese 
consumer demands and their behaviors are crucial 
to the sustained growth in the China market.

58 million cross-border shoppers

516 million online shoppers

In 2016, the penetration rate is 8.5%

Penetration of cross-border shoppers 
among online shoppers is 11.3%

Source: iiMedia, China Import & Export Cross-border E-commerce Report 2017 

53.3%

78.3%

China cross-border shopper number
2014 - 2018

15
23

41

58

74

41.5%

27.6%

million

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
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http://www.azoyagroup.com/blog/view/crcec-cross-border-e-commerce-import-volume-estimates-at-18-trillion-rmb/


SHARE OF C2C TRANSACTIONS IS SHRINKING, 
AND B2C IS BECOMING MAINSTREAM

Source: CECRC C2C

B2C e-commerce is becoming the 
mainstream channel to purchase 
overseas products, according to a CECRC 
report on China’s cross-border 
e-commerce. While C2C share has shrunk 
in the past few years, but it is still a very 
large market. Shopping from Daigou can 
be convenient, but there are risks of 
counterfeit products.

2013-2017 Cross-border e-commerce import structure

2.10% 22.20% 47.70% 58.60% 64.40%

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

B2C

history of cross-border e-commerce in 3 phase

C2C C2C

(daigou)

B2C
(marketplace)

052001 - 2012 2012 - 2014 2014 - 2017

http://www.azoyagroup.com/blog/view/crcec-cross-border-e-commerce-import-volume-estimates-at-18-trillion-rmb/


AFFLUENT REGIONS LEAD 
CROSS-BORDER SHOPPING

Most of the shoppers are located in Guangdong, Jiangsu, 
Zhejiang, Beijing and Shanghai. Shoppers located in these 
cities are more a�uent, and they are exposed to more 
foreign products because of better o�ine availabilities, 
higher penetration of e-commerce, more income, better 
education and a higher likelihood to travel internationally.

Guangdong is adjacent to Hong Kong, an international 
free-trade port with a vast selection of products ranging 
from daily necessities to haute couture. It is interesting to 
discover that although some consumers �nd it very 
convenient to dash into Hong Kong for a one-day shopping 
spree, they still prefer e-commerce to shop for foreign 
products.

Why do regions matters? 
China is very big geographically, so regional di�erences impact 

buying behavior. For instance, moistening skin care products 

may be a big deal in the northern part of china, but not 

necessarily in the south. During big national events like the 

National Conference, parcels sending to Beijing may face delay. 

Plan ahead and wisely is important.

Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks, in 2017, ranged by GMV 06



Growth rate of shopper by regions

While a�uent areas such as Guangdong, Zhejiang, Beijing 
and Shanghai are the most active in terms of cross-border 
e-commerce, their growth rate is lower than provinces 
such as Ningxia, Qinghai and Gansu. 

Tier 2 to 3 cities are adopting cross-border shopping 
faster than a�uent regions. 

As penetration of cross-border e-commerce increases, 
customers from lower-tier cities can also purchase 
overseas products with ease. Their demands cannot be 
satis�ed from local o�ine channels, and online 
cross-border remains the best option for them to buy 
high quality products. 

Ningxia

Qinghai

Gansu

Guizhou

Zhejiang

Beijing

Shanghai

Guangdong

LOWER TIER CITIES AND REGIONS 
GROW FASTER

07Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks

(compared to 2016, benchmark: Guangdong Province)

+48.66%

+33.72%

+27.35%

+25.64%

+22.17%

+12.91%

+7.14%

+0%



Cross-border consumers who 
shop directly from a retailer’s 
website are predominantly 
females aged around 30. This 
group of shoppers are well 
educated and �nancially 
independent, and they prefer 
shopping from overseas retailers 
for products that are unavailable 
in China. Female cross-border 
shoppers are slightly younger 
than male shoppers.

Male Female Male Female 

Average Age

36

31

26

21

16

11

6

1

FEMALE SHOPPERS 
ARE YOUR BEST 
CUSTOMERS

08Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks, 2017

74%

26%



YOUNG AND WORKING ADULTS ARE THE MAIN CON-
SUMERS OF CROSS-BORDER MERCHANDISE

Most of the shoppers are aged 30 to 39, while the second biggest age group is 20 to 29. 
Shoppers under 20 years of age haven’t achieved �nancial independence, but there are a few 
who start to shop from overseas websites; as they grow older, they are likely to become 
frequent cross-border shoppers.

25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 55 older than 55less than 24

5%4%
4%

22%

65%

Age Distribution of 
China’s Pharmacy 

Cross-Border 
Shoppers, in Q2&3 

of 2017

64%

12%

17%

3%4%

Age Distribution of 
China’s  Cross-Border 

E-commerce 
Shoppers in Q2&3 of 

2017

20 to 29Below 20

30 to 39 40 to 49

50+

Age Distribution
 in Q2&3 of 2017

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
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There are no major changes in the reasons that people shop for overseas products when 
compared to 2016. Most Chinese consumers favor cross-border shopping due to better 
quality products, better o�ers, variety and authenticity. The need for authenticity was 
stronger in 2017, as there were continuous media reports on counterfeit products in local 
retail markets. 

Source: iiMedia, EC100

Top reasons in 
H1 of

Top reasons in

2017

2016

Authenticity 
assured

Better quality

Lower prices for 
same product

Better availability 
than domestic

Better quality Wide range of 
choices

Better cost 
performance

Wide range of 
choices

EC100 research shows that Chinese 
customers are shifting from being 
price sensitive to quality sensitive. This 
means that the Chinese shoppers will 
accept higher prices if products have 
better quality and brand prestige.

20172016 

QualityPrice

WHY DO CHINESE CUSTOMERS SHOP FROM 
OVERSEAS ONLINE STORES?
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Mom & Baby
Health & Nutrition
Apparel & Accessories

Beauty & Cosmetics
Fashion Apparel
Personal Care

Beauty & Cosmetics
Health & Nutrition
Accessories

US

38%

UK

23%
DE

22%

KR

38%

AU

43%

FR

25%

Beauty & Cosmetics
Fashion Apparel & Sports
Health & Nutrition

Mom & Baby
Health & Nutrition
Beauty & Personal care Personal Care

Beauty & Cosmetics
Health & Nutrition

Mom & Baby
Health & Nutrition
Personal Care

Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Network, iiMedia, eMarketer

JP
43%

TOP CATEGORIES PURCHASED CROSS-BORDER BY CHINESE 
CUSTOMERS, BY COUNTRIES, Q2&3 OF 2017
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Hebei Bejing Shanghai Guangdong

8.9
products/order

7.7
products/order

7.1
products/order

7.1
products/order

Due to higher shipping costs and longer shipping times associated with shopping from retailers based in other countries, Chinese 
consumers are accustomed to shop more items per order, driving up the basket values, also making the parcels to be bigger. Shoppers in 
lower tier cities tend to buy more than developed regions; however, there is no major di�erence in average order value.

Average products per order of  Chinese beauty shoppers purchas-
ing directly from UK in Q2&3 of 2017

Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks

MOST SHOPPERS PREFER TO BUY OVER 500 RMB (75 USD) 
WORTH OF PRODUCTS FOR EACH PURCHASE

Order value distribution (in RMB)
in Q2&3 of 2017

＜100 100 - 200 200 - 500 500 - 1000 1000 - 5000 ＞5000

45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%
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There are generally three tra�c peaks happening in one day. The �rst 
one happens around 10:00, it is mostly when most Chinese customers 
just arrived at their o�ces, or send o� kids o� to schools. The second 
peak happens around 15:00, when housewives �nished housework, or 
put their babies down to nap. The last peak happens around 22:00, 
when people relax before going to bed.

Mon Tues Wed Thur Fri Sat Sun

The pattern we discovered is that customers 
are more than likely to shop on retailers’ 
websites during working day. From Monday 
to Friday, there is a gradual increase of orders, 
until Saturday, when order volume drops 
sharply.

The reason for this sales drop is that 
weekends are the time for o�ine activities. 
Chinese consumers are more likely to shop 
o�ine than online during weekends.

Morning
6:00 - 12:00

Afternoon 
12:00 - 18:00

Evening 
18:00 - 24:00

Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks

00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

MOST PURCHASES TAKE PLACE 
DURING SPARE TIMES ON WORKDAYS

page visit

page visit
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Average distribution of page visit in one day during Q2&3 of 2017 

Average distribution of page visit in one 
week during Q2&3 of 2017 



Chinese cross-border shoppers prefer to shop on their 
mobile phone, and the penetration of mobile 
shopping is on the rise. In terms of operating systems, 
the majority of mobile devices used are iOS, while the 
second is desktop Windows. Android is the 3rd largest 
operating system.

55%

45%

Share of mobile shopping in Q2&3 of 2017

May June July August September October

60%

59%

58%

57%

56%

55%

54%

53%

52%

51%

50%

Mobile Share

PCMobile

Terminals that 
online shoppers 
adopt in Q2&3 of 

2017

iOS Windows

Android Mac

Other

Share of 
operating systems

in Q2&3 of 2017

CROSS-BORDER SHOPPERS PREFER TO SHOP ON MOBILE DEVICES, 
AND MOST OF THEM ARE APPLE USERS

Source: Azoya’s managed retail network 14

19%

30%

48%
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45%

Alipay WeChat Pay

Union Pay

Share of Mobile 
Payments in Q2&3 

of 2017

81.90%

10.5%

7.6%

81.9%

ALIPAY DOMINATES INTERNATIONAL PAYMENT GATEWAYS

For cross-border shopping at retailers’ standalone Chinese websites, Alipay is 
the dominating payment gateway, followed by WeChat Pay by Tencent, and 
UnionPay. Alipay is strengthening its market domination by joint promotion 
with retailers. Our data also show that although UnionPay has less domestic 
share than WeChat Pay, it is a widely used payment methods for cross-border 
shoppers. 

Feelunique promotion campaign with Alipay

Source: Azoya’s managed retail networks 15
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＞30 USD 20 - 30 USD

1 - 10 USD10 - 20 USD

12%

33%

29%

26%

Customer’s demands for brands from overseas retailers are divided. Azoya’s 
data shows that among 175 top selling brands in Azoya’s retail network, 62% 
of the brands are priced between 10 USD and 30 USD. 

There are fewer high-end brands that had made it to the top selling page, but 
demand for premium to luxury products from Chinese customers is increasing 
in general.

Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks. Sample taken from 175 top selling brands. The �gure does not represent real market share.

Top selling brands’ 
average pricing
in Q2&3 of 2017

Brand pricing heat map

Mass market Upper mass market Expensive
& High-end

CHINESE CROSS-BORDER SHOPPERS’ DEMANDS 
ARE DIVIDED

16
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Chinese consumers have growing appetite for overseas premium cosmetics products

PremiumMass-market

2014 2015 2016

17.4%

72.6%

28.7%

71.3%

33.7%

66.3%

Source: 360 Market Intelligence

RETAILERS NEED TO CREATE A BALANCE BETWEEN 
PREMIUM AND MASS-MARKET OFFER

China’s cross-border shoppers have a growing appetite for premium brands. Premium products o�er better qualities, better brand prestige 
that re�ects the consumers’ consumption upgrade. Although Chinese consumers are price sensitive, they also value the combination of 
di�erent price levels in the basket – retailers need to create a balance in their assortment to allow customers more options.

17



Source: Azoya’s Managed Retail Networks in Q2&3 of 2017

WHICH CHANNELS 
MATTER MOST?

For foreign e-commerce businesses, 
a�liate, shopping guide and SEM are 
the top 3 channels to acquire 
targeted customer tra�c. The social 
media channel, which combines 
advertisements, key opinion leaders 
(KOL) and o�cial accounts can also 
contribute to sales, but they may not 
be as e�ective as the top 3 channels. 
Retailers need to combine social 
media operations with e�ective 
digital marketing e�orts to deliver a 
better turnover.

18

A�liate

Shopping Guide

SEM

KOL-Social Media

Advertisement

Rebates

Payment Gateway

SMS

O�cial Social Media Account

Forum



Customers

LOGISTICS IS STILL A PAIN POINT FOR MOST RETAILERS

Direct shipping model

Pick & pack
ful�llment

Bulk 
shipment to 

free-trade-zone 
warehouse

China 
international

airports

Pick & pack
ful�llment

Chinese 
customs

Chinese 
customs

Customers

Postal 
clearance

Postal
delivery

Domestic 
delivery

Bonded 
clearance

7 – 30 days needed to complete an order; unlimited products; registration not required

Bonded import model

Average 5 days to deliver; limited products; registration required after 2019

Source: iiMedia

Bulk purchase Customer make a 
purchase

Shipped by 
courier service

Shipped by 
postal service

Customer make 
a purchase

Bonded 
clearance Domestic

delivery
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http://www.azoyagroup.com/blog/view/express-chinas-policymakers-extends-transitional-regulation-of-cross-border-import-to-the-end-to-2018/
http://www.azoyagroup.com/blog/view/top-10-question-regarding-cross-border-e-commerce-to-china-part-1/


TRENDS

Cross-border shopping habit is 
increasingly being adopted by lower 
tier cities.

We monitored faster growth in lower tier cities than in 
developed cities

Individual shoppers are shifting to 
become family shoppers

As they age, consumers are spending more for their 
family when they shop online for overseas products 

China’s cross-border shoppers are 
becoming mobile

We found that there are more shoppers using mobile 
devices than desktop computers. Improving mobile 
experience for customers is important. 

Customers value a better shopping experience

Cross-border 
shoppers tend to 
spend more for 
each order

Customers value 
a better shopping 
experience

Chinese customers’ demands are 
more diversi�ed, meaning more 
opportunities for niche brands and 
categories

20



2.

With an increasing number of retailers starting to sell cross-border to China, the acquisition of customer tra�c has become 
more and more di�cult.

Customers demand shifts from brands to brands, and their demand for products are di�erent from season to 
season, across di�erent regions. 

Chinese customers demand quicker delivery. Moving stock forward will de�nitely improve the overall logistics 
experience, but stocking and inventory management are risky.

The cross-border e-commerce policy is uncertain for some categories like baby formula, OTC and nutrition products. 
Policy changes could a�ect retailers with a heavy focus on these categories.

Customer retention has been very di�cult: long shipping times, under-performing logistics and inventory shortages 
hinder customers from shop more frequently.

1.

4.

5.

3.

TOP CHALLENGES FOR OVERSEAS RETAILERS 
SELLING CROSS-BORDER

TRAFFIC ACQUISITION IS MORE DIFFICULT

CUSTOMERS DEMANDS CHANGES FREQUENTLY

LOGISTICS ARE MORE COMPLEX THAN BEFORE

POLICY FOR CERTAIN CATEGORIES REMAIN UNCERTAIN

CREATING LOYALTY IS DIFFICULT
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Azoya is a leading turnkey e-commerce solution provider and retail operator that assists global 

retailers as they enter the China market via fully-managed cross-border e-commerce. The 

company specializes in e-commerce localization, and provides scalable solutions to help 

retailers tackle IT, logistics, payment, merchandising, marketing, daily operations and customer 

service when entering the China market at low risk.

ABOUT AZOYA

www.azoyagroup.com                           Contact us: info@azoyagroup.com

https://goo.gl/Kc4QnY
https://goo.gl/Kc4QnY
https://goo.gl/Kc4QnY
https://goo.gl/x9NRrC
https://goo.gl/yxgsdA
https://goo.gl/srKvSH
https://goo.gl/hvdWV3



