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Abstract
This dissertation explores the digital marketing strategies of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies, focusing on SHEIN’s expansion into Southeast Asia. With the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) becoming China's largest trading partner from 2020 to 2022, this region has gained significant importance in cross-border e-commerce. Independent e-commerce sites are emerging as key players, distinct from established platforms like Shopee and Lazada.
SHEIN, a fast-growing Chinese company, is selected as a case study due to its innovative marketing strategies and relocation of its headquarters to Singapore. The research employs the PESTLE framework and Porter’s Five Forces to analyse the macro environment and competitive landscape in Southeast Asia. It also integrates consumer behaviour models, such as SICAS, and marketing theories like the 4Is, to examine SHEIN’s strategic approach.
The methodology involves a mixed-methods approach, using both qualitative and quantitative data, including a survey of consumer perceptions. Findings reveal that SHEIN’s data-driven, multi-channel marketing strategy and its unique supply chain model have been crucial to its success. However, challenges such as language barriers and differing consumer preferences in Southeast Asia remain.
The dissertation provides recommendations for Chinese cross-border e-commerce firms, emphasising localised strategies, category expansion, and the exploration of platformisation as potential paths for future growth in Southeast Asia and beyond.
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[bookmark: _Hlk177435257][bookmark: _Toc178344920]1. Introduction
As the global digital economy is developing at a high speed, China's cross-border e-commerce market is thriving as well. The bilateral trade between China and the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN for short) is experiencing robust growth, with ASEAN emerging as China's largest trading partner for three consecutive years from 2020 to 2022. Furthermore, the volume of bilateral trade continues to increase steadily (Ganesh et al., 2020). In 2022, China's trade with ASEAN reached around $1 trillion, reflecting an 11.2% increase. This constitutes 15.5% of China's total foreign trade volume, with exports to ASEAN rising by 17.7% compared to the previous year. The success of the 20th CPC National Congress was highly regarded by all ASEAN countries and is expected to have a far-reaching impact on the future development of both sides as well as on economic and trade cooperation (Economic and Commercial Office of the Mission of the People's Republic of China to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2024).
The collaboration between the cross-border e-commerce industry in China and Southeast Asian countries has been growing rapidly, with a booming demand for multinational trade completed online in this region. In the first half of the year, the growth rate of ASEAN export value in this industry reached 100%, second only to the United States. By 2022, China's presence in Southeast Asia's cross-border e-commerce enterprises has caught up with Japan and South Korea (Hou, 2023).
Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia and Vietnam are particularly prominent among six Southeast Asian countries in terms of user base, economic level and cross-border e-commerce penetration.
[bookmark: _Hlk174442014]At present, China's cross-border e-commerce industry is dominated by exports with the business-to-customer (B2C) model. Via third-party platforms, independent stations and other operation modes, it penetrates markets from developed markets to emerging ones in Southeast Asia. Judging from the distribution of sales channels for export cross-border e-commerce enterprises in Southeast Asia, the independent stations are burgeoning, except for third-party platforms like Shopee and Lazada (Soochow Securities, 2020). It brings new opportunities for Chinese companies that have online overseas business in independent station operation and digital marketing, hence this paper emphasises the independent stations of Chinese cross-border export e-commerce enterprises. In recent years, the Chinese government has issued a series of policies to regulate China's cross-border e-commerce digital marketing market, and to build a new ecosystem of cross-border e-commerce digital marketing in Southeast Asia.
In this paper, SHEIN is selected as a representative of Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises that have successfully developed in Southeast Asia. Firstly, in terms of corporate strength, its sales have grown from $610 million in 2016 to $32.5 billion in 2023. And its net income also reached $2 billion in 2023. This value has exceeded that of established fashion brands including Chanel, Nike and Inditex (Curry, 2024). SHEIN has moved its headquarters to Singapore to pay attention to the entire Southeast Asian market, its independent station operation mode becoming an industry benchmark. 
SHEIN was included in Time's list of the top 100 most influential companies globally in 2022, determined by brand influence. Its brand power has the highest growth rate, which is higher than that of Tencent, Anker and other leading Internet enterprises (Ding and Li, 2022). 
From the perspective of peer competitiveness, SHEIN's valuation reached $100 billion in 2022, more than the combined numbers of ZARA and H&M. It outperforms foreign and domestic clothing brands in the frequency of new products, cost-effectiveness and inventory turnover rate. Overall, SHEIN has a comparative advantage and realistic research value regarding corporate strength, brand influence, and competitiveness in the same industry (Liu, 2022).
In the competitive Southeast Asian e-commerce landscape, dominated by Shopee and Lazada, independent Chinese cross-border e-commerce websites face significant challenges in traffic acquisition, conversion, data security compliance, and talent acquisition. This paper examines SHEIN as a successful example of a Chinese cross-border e-commerce company in Southeast Asia. It explores SHEIN's digital marketing strategies and offers recommendations for Chinese businesses to increase their market share in the region, thereby advancing the development of China's cross-border e-commerce.
Southeast Asia is a cross-border e-commerce economic zone that is a vital part of China's Belt and Road Initiative and Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). This paper focuses on the independent websites of Chinese cross-border export B2C e-commerce enterprises, exploring the digital marketing strategies of these enterprises in this area, and expanding the research perspective. For the sake of further promoting Chinese export firms in the cross-border e-commerce sector to develop the Southeast Asian market, they need to increase the market share of their independent stations, as well as explore their market potential, to get rid of the plight of the Red Sea of digital marketing (Xiao, 2024). 
Based on the PESTLE analysis model, this paper deeply analyses the macro market environment of Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises in Southeast Asia, and selects SHEIN, a cross-border e-commerce enterprise with comparative advantages in terms of enterprise strength, brand influence, and competitiveness in the same industry, as a representative to conduct a case study. 
[bookmark: _Hlk174389995]In addition, it researches the competitive environment of SHEIN in Southeast Asia relying on Porter's Five Forces model, as well as studies its digital marketing strategies in this region based on the SICAS model, that is Sense, Interest & Interactive, Connect & Communication, Action and Share. In this way can provide valuable suggestions about digital marketing strategy for Chinese export companies doing their business through the Internet to develop in Southeast Asia, to promote the development of China's cross-border e-commerce.
PESTLE analysis of the macro environment of Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises in Southeast Asia is as follows:
On the political level, China’s assistance with cross-border e-commerce has provided SHEIN with the chance for rapid growth. The government has introduced various policies to facilitate the development and innovation of the cross-border e-commerce sector. These policies offer a clear and promising market outlook for the industry’s growth and foster a favourable environment for production and business operations for companies (Shi, 2022). Especially, RCEP and the Belt and Road. In 2021, China and ASEAN jointly formulated an action plan for a comprehensive strategic partnership, and in the next year, RCEP officially came into force. It plays a significant role in reducing cross-border transaction costs, lowering cross-border risks, accelerating digital upgrading, improving the efficiency of customs clearance and logistics, as well as supporting infrastructure construction. With the reduction of intra-regional trade barriers and the standardisation of trade rules, cross-border e-commerce companies have turned their attention to RCEP member countries.
Among these, the emerging markets of Southeast Asia are favoured by Chinese companies. Under the environment where Generation Z and the sinking markets, where markets are in lower-tier cities, are highly valued by the booming markets, the official entry into force of RCEP has enhanced the level of regional economic integration in Southeast Asia, optimised the overall business environment in the region, and opened up new opportunities for Chinese companies that have online oversea business to develop in Southeast Asia (Feng, Wang and Li, 2022).
Furthermore, the Belt and Road brings new possibilities for those Chinese enterprises to explore Southeast Asia. This initiative aims to promote in-depth cooperation with neighbouring countries in Asia, Europe and Africa in the fields of trade, investment and production capacity, to achieve common development, common prosperity and win-win cooperation. Southeast Asia, as a partner in this initiative, has a strong demand for cross-border e-commerce markets. The number of Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises stationed in this region has surpassed that of Japan and South Korea in 2021. Over the past five years, it has become one of the fastest-growing regions in the world in terms of the e-commerce scale. The Belt and Road initiative creates a turning point for the development of Chinese export cross-border e-commerce enterprises and helps promote Chinese cross-border e-commerce brands to the world (Bai, 2022).
Moreover, China's economy is undergoing a structural transformation, influenced by external economic factors. Growth in sectors like real estate and the internet has slowed, with a lack of new drivers. 
[bookmark: _Hlk174518736]In response, the government seeks to transform the manufacturing and service industries to guide future economic development, while also supporting cross-border e-commerce as a new driving force for trade transformation (Zu, Gu and Lei, 2022). SHEIN capitalised on the opportunity by entering the cross-border women’s clothing market, successfully expanding its e-commerce business and achieving sustainable growth in overseas markets.
On the economic level, SHEIN has strong superiority in the following aspects:
· Against the backdrop of the economic downturn, cost-effectiveness is more important, thus SHEIN takes the low-price route (Deng, 2002).
· With the advantage of information exchange and market analysis, Internet companies show a stronger ability to target competitors and customers (Dieleman, 2023).
· Southeast Asia has plenty of room for economic growth with a promising future (International Monetary Fund, 2024a).
· With a low per capita GDP, Southeast Asia has a large space for the growth of its middle class (International Monetary Fund, 2024b).
· Due to the young demographic, Southeast Asia has a strong spending power (Sina Finance, 2022).
· Southeast Asia enjoys an abundant labour force but poor quality, and improvement is needed in the future (Zheng, 2024).
On the social level, there are about 60 million overseas ethnic Chinese globally, of which about 40 million live in Southeast Asia. With a large Chinese population there, Chinese manufacturers have a unique advantage (Hua, 2021). 
SHEIN adopts a unique "small order and quick return" mode, that is, first small batch products of different styles are produced for market testing, and then through the terminal data feedback reproduces the best seller, achieving profit maximisation while reducing inventory. The special model highly enhances the flexibility of its industry chain and increases the number of producers (MBAlib, 2021).
Before entering the overseas market, SHEIN thoroughly researched Western culture, paving the way for its rapid growth. As a cross-border e-commerce business, it primarily targets Western markets, drawing consumer attention by focusing on European and American fashion trends (Ple and Yacoub, 2024). 
Lastly, SHEIN’s brand mission, "Fashion for all," is a key factor in its success. Targeting young women known for their trend-setting and empathy, the company stands out from competitors like ZARA, whose website often feels cold and less engaging. In contrast, SHEIN presents its products dynamically through videos and photo shoots, using a storytelling approach to convey the brand’s culture and evoke emotional resonance with consumers.
This strategy allows the company to generate consumer demand and leverage young women's empathy to foster high levels of interaction. Additionally, by collaborating with online influencers, SHEIN taps into the trend-following nature of this demographic to boost sales and achieve sustainable growth (SHEIN Group, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk174382477]On the technological level, SHEIN’s rapid growth is largely due to its advanced supply chain and digital systems, which use data to drive development. By seamlessly integrating its supply chain and prompting data flow, the company has harnessed data to achieve quick progress. For instance, when entering the Indian market, SHEIN initially distributed 1,000 clothing items as a test run, then adjusted its marketing strategy based on continuous data collection on customer preferences, allowing for accurate recommendations. This approach, supported by the digital system SHEIN has developed since its inception, may incur some financial loss initially but ultimately reduces trial-and-error costs, enhancing profitability in the long run (Wang, 2022).
SHEIN also employs search engine and big data technology to optimise keywords, enabling personalised and precise product recommendations. By recording consumer search data, the company continually refines its algorithm to accurately suggest similar products, encouraging repeat purchases (Kherbachi, Benkhider and Keddari, 2024).
However, cross-border e-commerce companies need to keep an eye on network coverage in Southeast Asia. In countries with higher network coverage, such as Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand, consumers are able to access cross-border e-commerce platforms more easily to shop online. Consumers in these countries are more receptive to the industry and have more purchasing power, making them major markets for it. 
Conversely, its development is somewhat constrained in countries with low network coverage such as Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar. Increased network coverage in Southeast Asia presents a huge market opportunity for cross-border e-commerce, but it also faces the challenges of uneven infrastructure and consumer trust building. Online platforms like SHEIN need to develop differentiated market strategies based on each country's network development to fully exploit the region's e-commerce potential (China Mobile, 2021).
On the legal level, China provides robust legal and regulatory protections for cross-border e-commerce corporations, safeguarding the rights and interests of both businesses and consumers. SHEIN's success is partly due to this comprehensive legal framework. Additionally, the company offers strong after-sales service and legal protections, including lenient return policies such as free returns within 45 days and cash on delivery. Its "Customer First" business philosophy and ongoing enhancements to customer service also contribute to its popularity in Western countries (Jia, 2022). 
On the environmental level, SHEIN is committed to social responsibility while seeking rapid growth, focusing on environmental protection and sustainable development to enhance brand awareness. 
Fashion is closely linked to social issues, with some brands encouraging consumers to support environmental causes through their designs and promotions. SHEIN also integrates sustainable practices into fast fashion, aiming to raise consumer awareness about environmental protection. For instance, it regularly releases eco-themed clothing designs and incorporates environmental elements into its daily collections, subtly encouraging consumers to be more environmentally conscious. This commitment to sustainability has fostered a positive brand image, attracting more consumers (SHEIN Newsroom, 2024).
Porter's Five Forces model is used to analyse the competitive environment of SHEIN in Southeast Asia. First, as for the bargaining power of suppliers, the upstream industrial chain includes various suppliers such as manufacturers, brands, and distributors. SHEIN's suppliers are mostly based in Panyu Town, relying on numerous small and medium-sized garment factories in the area, which reduces distance and time. While these suppliers are competitive, they possess relatively weak bargaining power (Tencent News, 2024). 
Secondly, SHEIN relies on a "small order and quick return" supply model to create a flexible supply chain system that is "more, faster, better, and economical." Because of the numerous suppliers and limited demand for specific product categories, securing large orders is challenging, which diminishes the bargaining power of suppliers. 
Speaking of the bargaining power of buyers, downstream offshore consumers consist of domestic distributors, retailers, and businesses in the B2B (Business to Business) sector, while the B2C model targets individual consumers through retail sales (Niu and Zhao, 2023). SHEIN utilises independent websites in the B2C model to strengthen its brand power by leveraging "private traffic." The company focuses on fast-fashion apparel, offering competitive prices and regular promotions, which decreases buyers' bargaining power when their negotiation options and potential discounts are limited.
Imitation and plagiarism are prevalent in the industry; when a product gains popularity, opponents often copy and sell it at lower prices, enabling customers to obtain similar quality items for less. Additionally, the low cost of switching e-commerce platforms enhances consumers' bargaining power, weakening SHEIN (Hou, 2019).
The threat of new entrants refers to firms not currently in the industry that could become competitors upon entering. In the apparel sector, which is labour-intensive, the barriers to entry are low, resulting in many potential rivals. Not only are new entrepreneurs attracted to the clothing industry, but companies from other sectors can also enter at any time. However, establishing a brand with significant visibility and influence poses a considerable challenge (Izni and Wandebori, 2020).
With respect to the threat of substitutes arises not only from within the same industry but also from competition across different industries, necessitating constant product innovation. While clothing itself is irreplaceable, regional variations in customs, religions, and cultural preferences influence the design and characteristics of apparel. For instance, Southeast Asian styles are often exotic, Malaysian fashion embraces bright colours, and Vietnamese clothing features intricate embroidery. To address this, SHEIN has categorised its products into various regional series, thereby reducing the threat of substitutes.
Concerning industry competition, SHEIN surpasses its rivals. The company launches 6,000-7,000 new items daily, compared to ZARA's 200-300 pieces weekly and H&M's 1,600-1,800 pieces per season. This rapid and high-volume product release better meets the diverse needs of consumers. Regarding women's apparel pricing, SHEIN's best-selling styles range from £3.74 to £18.7, while ZARA’s are between £26.85 and £299.18, and H&M’s range from £7.4 to £37.4. SHEIN's cost-effectiveness has attracted many overseas consumers. Its inventory turnover rate stands at 4.62, generally greater than that of ZARA, UNIQLO, and other Chinese casual wear brands (Sinolink Securities, 2021; Sealand Securities, 2023).
Chapter 1 has introduced SHEIN and its market positioning. The next chapter will examine literature related to e-commerce and cross-border trading.








[bookmark: _Toc168234164][bookmark: _Toc178344921][bookmark: _Hlk163560294]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc178344922][bookmark: _Toc168234165]2.1 Study of Cross-border E-commerce Enterprises and Digital Marketing 
Cross-border e-commerce refers to an international commercial activity in which trading entities at different customs borders conduct transactions, payment and settlement, cross-border logistics and distribution, and ultimately complete the delivery of products or services through an Internet platform (Ding, Huo and Campos, 2017). 
Digital marketing is a marketing tool that interacts with consumers in a cost-saving, customised and digitised way through the integrated use of various types of information and data technologies through digital communication channels, to acquire new customers and realise marketing profits (Bala and Verma, 2018), and the core of cross-border e-commerce companies’ independent stations lies in product development and digital marketing (Varadarajan et al., 2022). Therefore, based on the above definitions, this research conducts a literature review in terms of research on cross-border e-commerce, digital marketing, and how Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises develop in Southeast Asia.
[bookmark: _Toc168234166][bookmark: _Toc178344923]2.1.1 Market Selection and Co-operation in Digital Marketing for Cross-border E-commerce Enterprises
    In terms of market selection, Hang and Adjouro (2021) emphasised that cross-border e-commerce companies need to match their own internationalisation strategies with digital marketing strategies. Goldman et al. (2021), by evaluating the strategic positioning and digital marketing strategies of the enterprises, found that there are large differences in the digital marketing of e-commerce market environments between developed and emerging markets. 
Some researchers highlighted the value and significance of carrying out digital marketing in different cross-border e-commerce markets for enterprises to formulate their development strategies (Olson et al., 2021; Xu, 2022). 
In addition, some scholars studied the current situation of emerging cross-border e-commerce markets under the impact of epidemics and pointed out that Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises will gradually expand their digital marketing market to emerging markets (Ma and Pan, 2020; Xu and Dai, 2022). 
Regarding the cooperation between China and ASEAN, Lu and Lin (2021) stated the digital marketing problems and suggestions when operating cross-border e-commerce in ASEAN countries. Bi (2021) argued that Southeast Asia is expected to become a target of overseas digital marketing for Chinese export cross-border e-commerce companies in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc168234167][bookmark: _Toc178344924]2.1.2 The Impact of Digital Technology on Digital Marketing in Cross-border E-commerce Enterprises
    Wang (2020) believes that digital marketing is more effective than digital technology, in terms of factors that influence the performance of cross-border e-commerce corporations. Augmented by digital marketing capabilities, SMEs will perform similarly to large companies. He also suggests that SMEs should ally with digital media enterprises to reduce the amount of investment in digital technology. 
Conversely, Melović et al. (2020) argue that digital transformation and digital marketing are interrelated in many ways, and the latter is positively correlated with the development of cross-border e-commerce. Elia et al. (2021) think that digital technology and digital capabilities are conducive to improving the effectiveness of digital marketing for cross-border e-commerce firms with B2C model. Li et al. (2020) and Shen (2022) view that digital technology promotes the digital marketing, mobile payment and globalisation expansion of cross-border e-commerce enterprises, which helps Chinese cross-border e-commerce businesses to successfully expand overseas.
[bookmark: _Toc168234168][bookmark: _Toc178344925]2.1.3 Research on Digital Marketing Strategies of Cross-border E-commerce Enterprises
    Throughout previous research on digital marketing strategies, studies have been conducted in the areas of social media marketing, content marketing, key opinion leader marketing (short for KOL marketing), and live-streaming marketing. Social media marketing has a significant positive impact on brand concepts such as brand awareness, brand loyalty, and brand word-of-mouth of cross-border e-commerce companies, and consumer decision-making (Maria et al., 2019; Salem, 2021; Cheung et al., 2020; Chang, 2022 and Kim, 2021). As for content marketing, Zhang (2021) believes that content marketing is an activity based on digital media to deliver quality content to consumers and stimulate their interest so as to achieve marketing results. 
As far as KOL marketing, Trivedi and Sama (2020) argued that utilising KOL marketing strategies allows cross-border e-commerce companies to provide information about their products or services more socially and interactively. 
Live-streaming marketing is considered to be a key element in influencing consumers' purchasing decisions (Wongkitrungrueng, Dehouche and Assaurt, 2020; Liu and Shi, 2020). At the same time, live streaming marketing of cross-border e-commerce enterprises has service problems such as unitary content, inactive interactions, and monotonous mode as well as some security issues including data fakery and ineffective supervision of live broadcast platforms (Xia and Song, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc178344926][bookmark: _Toc168234169]2.2 Theory Foundation
[bookmark: _Toc168234170][bookmark: _Hlk167961723][bookmark: _Toc178344927]2.2.1 The SICAS Consumer Behaviour Model
    Lewis, an American advertising scientist, proposed a traditional marketing model, the AIDMA model, in 1898. The model mainly divides the whole behavioural trajectory of consumers into five processes: Attention, Interest, Desire, Memoir and Action. It is a consumer behaviour model, which actively disseminates the marketing content to consumers, who are passive recipients (Chen and Fu, 2023). 
Under the traditional marketing model, companies have created their own brand core competitiveness mainly through traditional advertising, such as TV, newspapers and magazines, branding activities in brick-and-mortar shops, price promotions, and other marketing methods. Whether it is between enterprises and consumers, or between consumers and consumers, they do not have effective communication ways. It easily leads to asymmetric product information and the low status of consumers (Lewis and Bridge, 2000).
   In 2007, Dentsu, a Japanese company, restructured the AIDMA model from the consumer's perspective by incorporating consumer behaviour, specifically information search and sharing. This led to the development of the AISAS model. The trajectory of consumer behaviours in the AISAS model consists of five processes: Attention, Interest, Search, Action and Share (Zuo, 2023). 
The consumer behavioural trajectory in the AISAS model consists of Attention, Interest, Search, Action and Share. The model emphasises that consumers become interested in a product or service and then engage in search and sharing. Hence, consumers can use a variety of channels to learn about the brand, product and service (Mao, Liu and Yang, 2023). 
After completing the purchase, consumers will further share the information, forming a secondary or multiple dissemination. This model is more suitable for search engine marketing-based corporations, for the customer groups are those who prefer to look for goods through actively searching on the Internet (Tetsuro, 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk171533112]With the continuous innovation and development of Internet technology, the channels in which consumers obtain information are becoming more and more diversified. The consumption records and actions of consumers have developed into a multi-dimensional interactive process of consumer relationship networks, rather than a simple transfer process (Fan, Tang, Qalati, Tajeddini, Mao and Bux, 2022). 
Under this trend, the relationship between enterprises and consumers will be regarded more as a ‘virtual’ interpersonal interaction. Through the network platform, corporations and consumers can feel and communicate equally and freely, and even become the main body of information dissemination, actively publishing and sharing business information. It is based on the innovative development of the Internet and changes in information communication and dissemination that the SICAS model has evolved. Its emergence is not accidental, but on the basis of the AIDMA model and AISAS model, it has developed into a model that meets the development needs of the times, as shown in Figure 1 (Jiang, 2022).
With five stages and multi-dimensional connections, it presents a more advantageous assessment of digital marketing effects than the AIDMA model in the traditional media era, and the AISAS model in the Internet 2.0 era. 
Based on the SICAS model, related literature in China has studied social media marketing strategy (Huang, 2018), social e-commerce operation mode (Pan, Wang and Dong, 2020), cultural brand marketing strategy (Lin, 2022), etc. The SICAS model was released by DCCI (Data Centre of China Internet) in 2011. It is to realise the multi-dimensional interaction between consumer behaviour and consumption trajectory in a panoramic digital marketing environment, which includes five stages (DCCI, 2012).
(1) Sense
In the first stage, through advertising and other ways, the brand establishes the product information push available to the whole internet. It also offers customised products or services to meet consumer demand and focus on user dynamics. Meanwhile, consumers, through the social media platform, form a reverse dynamic perception of the enterprise, and ultimately the brand and users set up a two-way perception (Liu, Xiu, Niu and Chen, 2023).
(2) Interest & Interactive
In the second stage, consumers resonate with interest in the brand. The way, content and topic of interaction between enterprises and consumers are the core, and understanding and responding to consumers' needs and interests are the key. At this time, the enterprise through diversified marketing stimulates consumer interest and promotes mutual interaction (Ning, 2019).
(3) Connect & Communication
In the third stage, by connecting the Internet mobile with the PC, companies open up the system network for dialogue with consumers, to achieve data transmission and business connection of the advertising system, and gradually deepen the relationship with consumers (Jing, 2022).
(4) Action 
In the fourth stage, consumers will generate purchase actions. Their online purchase channels have expanded from e-commerce websites gradually to social media, short videos, live broadcasting and other platforms. Businesses continue to optimise their e-commerce sales layout during this process (Krishen, et al. 2021).
(5) Share
In the fifth stage, after purchasing goods or services, consumers spontaneously share their experiences, and this sharing, crucial for fulfilling personalised needs, becomes a source of new consumer purchases. This group of consumers who advocate for products and services is referred to as KOC (Key Opinion Consumer).
[image: ]
Figure 1. The SICAS Model’s Evolution
The SICAS model, as a new consumer behaviour model, systematically outlines the multi-dimensional interaction process from perceived interaction to experience sharing of consumer needs. Each stage does not exist in isolation, which is a dynamic process, and each stage can be the beginning rather than the end of consumption (Ren and Zhao, 2012). 
Compared to the advertisement-driven and unidirectional communication of AISAS and AIDMA, SICAS encompasses the entire trajectory of consumer behaviour in a multi-dimensional and interactive way rather than a unidirectional progression. SICAS represents an innovation to the previous two models, as it provides a more comprehensive understanding of consumer behaviour (Zhao and Xie, 2019). 
Businesses use various media to enable consumers to perceive their products, generate interest and achieve interactions, while at the same time combining with the PC or mobile Internet to build interactive connection paths shaped by portals, social networks, applications and other perception touchpoints. 
As a result, the companies and consumers are connected to each other, so that consumers generate purchase actions in applications and social networks (Shao and Jia, 2020). In addition, with the automatic distribution of consumer experience sharing on the Internet, its shares come back to the beginning from the end of consumption. Thus, this forms a panoramic, multi-point interactive communication, which allows more potential consumers to gain perception, and repeat the circle (Yu et al., 2017). 
The model accurately describes the non-linear, multi-point marketing behaviour between the marketing subject and object in the digital marketing era, and quantitatively analyses the panoramic consumer behaviour evolution of customers from product brand perception, generation of consumer interest, merchant connection and interaction, to purchasing behaviour and sharing (Tian and Yang, 2019).
The SICAS model is a consumer behaviour model that is suitable for the mobile Internet era, based on which cross-border e-commerce fully integrates the advantages of traditional e-commerce with the resources of online social networking (Pan, Wang and Dong, 2020). The model suggests that, in the context of the mobile Internet era, social media is a perception network between merchants and consumers, and the marketing methods of big data and precise recommendation algorithms have become mainstream. This makes more and more people choose to shop online on social media platforms, meanwhile, the openness and sharing of social media helps the dynamic aggregation of scattered consumers (Yang and Zhou, 2020). 
In the model, the audience no longer obtains consumption information through active search, and all marketing activities will be based on two-way communication and interaction between information and users. In the cross-border e-commerce marketing scenario based on it, the customer forms a multi-dimensional interactive relationship with multiple parties, including the brand's independent stations, social media, live streams, and enterprises (Kang, 2021). 
It is relatively scientific and reasonable to use the SICAS model to analyse the digital marketing tactics and consumer behaviour of cross-border e-commerce (Lin, 2021). It is a consumer behaviour analysis model that can adapt to the current social, networked, and international live marketing environment, and it can contribute to the digital marketing of cross-border e-commerce from the perspective of the consumer, promoting the standardisation and normalisation of the industry (Zhen and Wang, 2022).
In the context of digitalisation, this research utilises the SICAS model to effectively gain insight into consumer demand, and understand consumer behaviour throughout the consumption process. This provides practical evidence for optimising digital marketing strategies for cross-border e-commerce enterprises.
[bookmark: _Toc168234171][bookmark: _Toc178344928]2.2.2 The Integrated E-marketing 4Is Theory
    In the 1990s, Don Schultz, a professor of marketing at Northwestern University in the United States, clearly put forward the integrated marketing theory. What the 4Is actually are a new way of thinking and approach to marketing. With the world entering the knowledge economy era, advanced technology has rapidly progressed, and modern productivity has increased significantly (Schultz, 1992). 
The intensification of competition makes businesses aware that using traditional marketing tools and methods makes it hard to achieve excellent marketing results. According to the integrated marketing theory, enterprises must adopt a variety of communication methods and media for marketing in order to achieve better effects (Schultz and Peltier, 2013). Therefore, the theory has been widely recognised by both the corporate world and academic circles. Regarding the concept of integrated marketing, Don Schultz believes that it is a business strategy process and brand communication plan (Schultz, Tannenbaum and Lauterborn, 2002). At the same time, the American Advertising Association defines integrated marketing as a marketing communication plan concept. Despite the different definitions, it has not affected the development and extension of the theory.
    Integrated marketing theory has experienced the evolution from the 4Ps theory, 4Cs theory and 4Rs theory to the 4Is.  What the 4Ps, 4Cs, and 4Rs theories practically are the three classic marketing strategy mix theories of marketing development. They represent the developmental process of marketing theory and have had a profound impact on the field of marketing (Deng, 2020).
    (1) Producer-oriented 4Ps theory
    In 1960, the 4Ps theory was first put forward by professor McCarthy, who believed that the four elements of marketing are: Product, Price, Place and Promotion. This theory occupies such a vital position in marketing that modern enterprises still choose to be guided by it in the implementation of marketing strategies. He thought that successful marketing should be to put the product into the market at a reasonable price, in the form of promotion through appropriate communication places (Goi, 2009). As the market was transitioning from being seller-oriented to buyer-oriented, the central focus of the theory was on the product. Therefore, the objective was to ensure that the production and manufacturing of the product were aligned with market demand. However, with the changes in the market environment, the disadvantages of the 4Ps theory gradually appeared (Karim and Habiba, 2020). 
Putting the producer in the centre position would lead to the fact that overriding the marketing subject’s interests over the object’s needs. In this way, companies making marketing strategies detached from the interests of consumers, and this one-way communication model is not conducive to maintaining customer relationships (Shang, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Hlk171499957]    (2) Consumer-oriented 4Cs theory
    In 1990, American professor Lauterborn proposed the 4Cs theory and reset the marketing elements. According to this theory, the four elements of marketing include Consumer, Cost, Convenience and Communication. From this can be seen that Lauterborn placed the consumer in the core position, indicating that marketing theory began to break through the "producer-oriented" concept and gradually shifted to a "consumer-oriented" philosophy (Akbar, Lawson and Turner, 2020). 
Compared with the 4Ps theory, the 4Cs theory started to emphasise consumers, which has changed the starting point of marketing activities, meanwhile, consumers have received unprecedented attention. Whereas, from a practical point of view, the 4Cs theory only points out the position of consumers, but ignores the market competition. As the enterprise itself competes in continuous development, it’s important to fully understand the macro-environment in which the enterprise is located, and actively formulate a response programme, to make it invincible (Lai, 2020).
    (3) Relation-oriented 4Rs theory
    In the era of Web 2.0, with the continuous development and increasing popularity of the Internet, marketing theory is constantly being enriched and improved. At the beginning of the 21st century, Elliot Ettenberg (2002) introduced a new combination of elements based on the characteristics of the Internet era: Relativity, Reaction, Relation, and Retribution.
The theory focuses on relations, emphasising that enterprises should prioritise establishing interactive links with consumers. The 4Rs theory aims to cultivate consumer loyalty through an organic integration of marketing strategies around a unified marketing goal, which in turn helps maintain customer relationships. This approach goes beyond simply adding marketing tactics; it involves integrating all marketing methods to achieve a common objective (Xu and Yuan, 2023).
As evident from the aforementioned three stages, marketing activities are constantly undergoing dynamic development. With the continuous emergence of new technologies, enterprises are confronted with a more intricate market environment. The traditional marketing theory has proven inadequate in adapting to this evolving landscape, leading to the emergence of Internet-era marketing theory. Integrated e-marketing has been established on the foundation of integrated marketing theory, placing greater emphasis on the integration of Internet marketing methods and channels. Gradually, it has evolved into the primary form of marketing activities (Kuccuk, 2011).
The integrated e-marketing 4Is theory pertains to digital marketing activities in the Internet era, where information is abundant. The focus is on a single consumer group or individual user as the core to achieve refined and social marketing. This includes four marketing principles: Interesting, Interests, Interaction, and Individuality. Based on the 4Is theory, Li, Gan and Mao (2018) obtained data through questionnaires to explore the impact of user preferences on-brand social media marketing. Hu and Dai (2021) studied the marketing strategy of public digital cultural services.
The 4Is theory is based on integrated marketing theory but with more emphasis on utilising a variety of Internet marketing methods to integrate the enterprise's marketing resources, to achieve the purpose of marketing products and services. Its core can be summarised as the four principles, namely, Interesting, Interests, Interaction and Individuality. Chinese expert Liu Dongming (2009) first presented the 4Is integrated e-marketing theory in his book. It not only provides an important theoretical support for e-commerce social media marketing, but also offers a more in-depth marketing strategy for enterprises, to achieve their e-commerce marketing breakthrough (Lasi, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk171605901]    The 4Is model is shown in Figure 2. “Interesting” attracts target customers quickly via interesting content. “Interests” provides functions or services, information and consulting, psychological satisfaction, honour, money or material, to effectively meet the needs of consumers. “Interaction” builds platforms and bridges to stimulate consumer participation in marketing. Through dialogue and feedback, the enterprise can perceive consumer evaluation and favourability, in return, the consumer can perceive the enterprise’s products and services characteristics (Paramastri, 2024). 
  Individuality forms the user portrait without the usual mode, and adopts customised speech to respect and amplify consumers' personality, by doing so can generate their purchasing actions. On the whole, the 4Is theory is an upgrade of traditional marketing theory, which is more applicable to information dissemination and digital marketing in the Internet era (Alquadah, 2023).
[image: ]
Figure 2. The 4Is Model’s Illustration
[bookmark: _Toc178344929]2.3 Development of Southeast Asia’s Cross-Border E-Commerce Enterprises
The Southeast Asian cross-border e-commerce sector has witnessed significant growth over the past few years, driven by increasing internet penetration, rising smartphone adoption, and improvements in logistics infrastructure. This section provides a detailed overview of the development of cross-border e-commerce companies in Southeast Asia, with an emphasis on the key trends, drivers, and challenges that shape the landscape (Baijal, et al. 2022).
As for market expansion and growth, the Southeast Asian e-commerce market is burgeoning, with projections indicating that it could reach $300 billion by 2025. Major markets such as Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Malaysia are at the forefront of this expansion. These countries are experiencing a surge in online shopping due to the growing number of Internet users and the proliferation of smartphones. For instance, Indonesia, the largest economy in the region, has seen its digital economy grow exponentially, spurred by its young, tech-savvy population and increasing middle-class consumers (Ganbold, 2024).
Shifting consumer behaviour also deserves corporations’ attention. Consumer habits in Southeast Asia have been rapidly shifting towards online shopping, particularly intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic, which necessitated reduced physical shopping and greater reliance on digital channels. This behavioural shift has been further encouraged by the convenience and variety offered by e-commerce platforms, making online shopping a preferred option for many consumers. The region’s young demographic, which is more inclined towards digital interaction, also plays a critical role in this transformation (McKinsey & Company, 2022).
Enhanced logistics and payment systems have been crucial in supporting the growth of cross-border e-commerce in Southeast Asia. Logistics companies have been expanding their networks and services to cater to the increasing demand for efficient delivery solutions. 
For instance, companies like Ninja Van and J&T Express have significantly improved their capabilities to handle cross-border shipments. Moreover, the integration of advanced technologies like AI and big data in logistics has strengthened supply chain efficiencies, reducing delivery times and costs. In terms of payment systems, the region has seen substantial improvements with the rise of digital wallets and other online payment methods. Platforms such as GoPay, OVO, and Dana in Indonesia, along with GCash in the Philippines and TrueMoney in Thailand, have made online transactions more accessible and secure, fostering consumer confidence in e-commerce (Ninja Van, 2021).
Prominent e-commerce platforms such as Shopee, Lazada, and Tokopedia have been instrumental in driving the growth of cross-border e-commerce in Southeast Asia. These platforms offer comprehensive ecosystems that support both local and international sellers, providing them with tools and services to reach a wider audience. For instance, Shopee and Lazada have extensive logistics networks and partnerships that facilitate cross-border trade, while also offering marketing and analytics support to sellers.
These platforms have also been active in localising their offerings to meet the diverse markets in Southeast Asia. Localisation strategies include language support, understanding cultural nuances, adapting marketing tactics, and offering local payment options. Such tailored approaches help these platforms resonate better with consumers, thereby boosting their market penetration and sales (PwC, 2017).
Governments in Southeast Asia have been supportive of the digital economy, recognising the potential of e-commerce to drive economic growth. Various initiatives have been launched to create an enabling environment for e-commerce. For example, the Indonesian government’s ‘Making Indonesia 4.0’ initiative aims to promote the digital economy, including e-commerce, by enhancing digital infrastructure and providing regulatory support. Similarly, other countries in the region are implementing policies to reduce trade barriers, simplify regulations, and encourage digital payments (World Economic Forum, 2024).
Despite the promising growth, cross-border e-commerce enterprises in Southeast Asia face several challenges. These include varying regulatory environments across different countries, which can complicate cross-border transactions and logistics. Taxation policies also differ widely, posing additional complexities for e-commerce operations. Furthermore, the region's logistics infrastructure, while improving, still has gaps, particularly in remote and rural areas, affecting delivery efficiency.
However, these challenges also present opportunities for companies that can navigate them effectively. Firms that invest in understanding local regulations, build powerful logistics networks, and offer seamless payment solutions are likely to gain a competitive advantage. Additionally, the diverse and rapidly growing consumer group in Southeast Asia presents plentiful opportunities for e-commerce companies to expand their influence and increase their market share.
In summary, the development of cross-border e-commerce enterprises in Southeast Asia is characterised by rapid market growth, evolving consumer behaviours, improved logistics and payment systems, dominant e-commerce platforms, supportive government policies, and a mix of challenges and opportunities. These factors collectively shape a dynamic and promising landscape for cross-border e-commerce in the region, making it an attractive destination for companies like SHEIN looking to expand their digital marketing strategies and operations.
The above chapter has examined literature related to e-commerce. The next chapter will examine the research methodology.




[bookmark: _Toc178344930][bookmark: _Hlk177209331]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc178344931]3.1 Aims and Objectives
The research objectives outline the goals that must be achieved for a research project. When the project has been successfully conducted, these objectives are usually clear (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
· To evaluate the macro environment of six Southeast Asian countries using the PESTLE analysis model.
· To identify and assess the existing problems faced by Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises in implementing digital marketing strategies in Southeast Asia.
· To examine SHEIN's external environment in this region employing Porter's Five Forces model.
· To synthesise a comprehensive understanding of SHEIN's digital marketing strategy there, incorporating consumer behaviour analysis and network-integrated marketing theory.
[bookmark: _Hlk175493957][bookmark: _Toc178344932]3.2 Research Rationale
This research is based on the SICAS consumer model to probe into the feasibility of SHEIN's expansion into Southeast Asia. Therefore, this research needs to investigate and discuss the following five aspects: Sense (brand and users perceive each other), Interest & Interactive (brand arouses consumers' interest and interacts with them), Connect & Communication (brand connects and communicates with users), Action (users generate purchasing behaviour), and Share (users get good purchasing experience and share with others) (Yan, et al., 2017).
In this in-depth research, the researcher intends to construct a multi-dimensional, customer-oriented perspective to comprehensively analyse the awareness and perceptions of customer groups, especially overseas consumers, particularly in the UK market, towards Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies such as SHEIN. The research not only focuses on the detailed exploration of consumer needs, but also seeks to reveal the company's marketing strategies and channels to effectively reach and satisfy these needs (Kotler, et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc178344933]3.3 Research Design
A research design serves as a comprehensive framework that guides the researcher throughout the entire research process, providing a structured plan that outlines how the research will be conducted. This framework is crucial for maintaining the integrity and validity of the research, as it ensures that the methods used are suitable for answering the research questions and achieving the research’s objectives (Thomas, 2013; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). 
By clearly defining the research approach—whether qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods — along with data collection techniques, sampling strategies, and analysis methods, the research design helps to mitigate biases, enhance reliability, and provide a clear path for replicability (Yin, 2018).
This research focuses on investigating the digital marketing strategies of Chinese cross-border B2C e-commerce enterprises targeting the Southeast Asian market. By examining independent websites operated by these companies, the research aims to identify effective strategies that can enhance market share and competitiveness in this dynamic region. SHEIN, a prominent Chinese e-commerce company, will be used as a case study to provide insights and recommendations for similar businesses expanding into Southeast Asia.
A combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods is employed to achieve the research's objectives. This mixed-methods approach is selected for its ability to provide an overall understanding of the research problem, combining the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative data to present more comprehensive insights (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The research will begin with an extensive literature review to establish a theoretical foundation for understanding the digital marketing strategies employed by cross-border e-commerce companies in Southeast Asia. It will cover key topics, including the macroeconomic environment, consumer behaviour, and the competitive landscape in this region. This will help to contextualise the research and identify gaps in the existing literature that this research aims to address (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). To complement the literature analysis, a questionnaire survey will be conducted to gather primary data from overseas consumers, which is essential for validating the findings and providing empirical evidence for the research’s conclusions (Fowler, 2014).
SHEIN, a leading Chinese cross-border e-commerce company, will be analysed as a representative case study. The analysis will explore how it has successfully navigated the region’s competitive landscape and consumer preferences. By using established analytical frameworks such as PESTLE and Porter’s Five Forces, the research will assess both the macro and micro-environmental factors influencing the company’s strategies.
Data collection will use a mixed-methods approach, combining primary data from the questionnaire survey, with secondary data from academic journals, industry reports, and market studies (Bryman, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc178344934]3.4 Research Paradigm
As the purely positivist approach focuses on objective measurements and quantifiable data, this research approach is good at judging objective facts such as price advantage, but poor at determining popular styles. It may be relatively restrictive in capturing the nuanced and varied insights required to comprehend the sophistication of digital marketing strategies in Southeast Asia. This also makes it tend to ignore contextual factors and subjective experiences that influence consumer behaviour (Hair, et al., 2022). 
Conversely, a purely interpretivist approach highlights subjective interpretation, therefore it can figure out subjective preferences and trends that are important to apparel retailing. However, it may lack the empirical rigour needed to provide practical, data-driven recommendations (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2019).
Pragmatism, by contrast, integrates both quantitative and qualitative methods, allowing for a more balanced exploration of realistic issues and enabling the research to generate insights that are both contextually rich and practically applicable to companies like SHEIN.
Thus, when conducting this research, the research paradigm adopted is rooted in pragmatism. Pragmatism, as a research paradigm, is distinguished by its flexible and pragmatic approach to intellectual inquiry. It emphasises the importance of focusing on practical problems and objectives rather than rigidly adhering to a fixed philosophical framework. 
This paradigm promotes the adaptation of methodologies to specific situations in order to directly address current challenges and achieve established goals (Morgan, 2007). 
Given the intricate nature of digital marketing strategies and the diverse socio-economic landscapes of Southeast Asian countries, a pragmatic approach allows for the integration of both quantitative and qualitative methods (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). A key component of this research is the "Survey on Awareness and Perceptions of Chinese Cross-border E-commerce Companies," a quantitative method to gather data from consumers. It is designed to gain an understanding of consumer awareness, perceptions, and preferences related to Chinese e-commerce brands, providing a foundational dataset that informs subsequent analysis.
Alongside the survey, the research also utilises qualitative analysis, including analysing plenty of relevant literature and employing several analysis models, to explore the external environment and consumer behaviour in greater depth. This mixed approach aligns with the pragmatic principle of using whatever methods and strategies are most effective in addressing the research questions (Onwuegbuzie and Johnson, 2006).
[bookmark: _Hlk175693603]This research adopts a pragmatic approach, focusing on applying findings to real-world scenarios. By grounding the research in actual business challenges, it aims to offer practical suggestions for companies like SHEIN to excel in Southeast Asia (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc178344935]3.5 Data Collection
There are several primary sources of data utilised in this research, each contributing valuable knowledge for those businesses in the sector.
The first source of data is a questionnaire survey, which serves as a foundational tool for understanding consumer perspectives. Numerous research approaches were considered e.g. focus groups, interviews etc, but were rejected due to time and complexity, with a questionnaire survey selected as the most effective approach.
 The questionnaire is designed to gather comprehensive data on consumer awareness, perceptions, and preferences related to Chinese cross-border e-commerce brands. This survey is structured into four distinct sections: (1) Demographics (2) Awareness and Perception (3) Digital Marketing Strategies and (4) Consumer Behaviour and Preferences. 
While the questionnaire survey serves as a crucial tool, it has several limitations. Firstly, self-reported data can be subject to biases. Respondents may provide answers they believe are more acceptable rather than their true views. Secondly, the structured nature of questionnaires can limit the depth of responses. Thirdly, it may not fully represent the diversity due to sampling constraints, including education level or limited internet access in certain areas.
To tackle these drawbacks, several measures are carried out. To alleviate self-reporting biases, questions are carefully worded to encourage honest responses, and anonymity is assured to reduce the influence of social desirability. To enhance the depth of data, open-ended questions are included, allowing respondents to express more detailed views. To ensure a more representative sample, questionnaires are distributed in simple and direct words via multiple channels, targeting broader demographics.
The second source is official government reports from Southeast Asian countries. These reports are considered highly reliable due to their strict data collection methods, standardised processes, and the authority of the institutions that publish them. The data provided by these reports, such as GDP, population age distribution and other demographic statistics, are gathered through systematic and large-scale national surveys, making them dependable for research purposes. By analysing them, cross-border e-commerce companies can better learn about consumption habits and shopping preferences across different markets. 
The third encompasses reports from large international non-profit organisations, industry associations, and other for-profit organisations. Notable examples include reports from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organization (WTO), and financial disclosures from publicly traded companies. These reports deliver valuable thoughts about global trade patterns, market trends, and the economic outlook in Southeast Asia. 
Additionally, commercial websites and academic papers are also leveraged to provide a broader perspective on the industry. Commercial websites often publish articles that cover the latest industry developments, emerging market trends, and case studies of successful marketing strategies. They are valuable for understanding real-time shifts in the business environment. 
Academic papers offer rigorous analysis, incorporating empirical research and theoretical frameworks that support this research's analysis and recommendations. By referencing peer-reviewed work, the research remains grounded in established knowledge and engages with the latest debates in the field.
[bookmark: _Toc178344936]3.6 Population and Sample
This research adopts a random sampling approach and the questionnaires are posted online. The reason for the online publication is that all people in the internet era, who have access to the internet are likely to find this questionnaire. And all people have to wear clothes and they must have the experience of buying clothes. Therefore, this is a random event, and the random sampling approach is the most appropriate method. Besides, the people who can be reached by online questionnaire would highly overlap with the people who tend to shop online (Johnson, et al., 2018).
    The purpose of this questionnaire is to understand consumer awareness and perceptions of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies, particularly focusing on SHEIN. In simpler terms, this questionnaire aims to learn about customers’ impressions of the company without collecting too many subjective questions. This is why the questionnaire has fewer open questions and more multiple-choice and rating questions. Its objective is relatively simple: to find out whether consumers know about SHEIN, and from what channels they have learnt about the company, to find out whether the company's digital marketing strategy has been effective, and to what extent. Furthermore, this questionnaire is not mandatory, so there will not be a very high proportion of responses (Taherdoost, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk175755425][bookmark: _Toc178344937]3.7 Data and Analysis
The primary data collection and subsequent analysis centred on comparing the results of mock and summative examinations. Excel was used to analyse the primary data, allowing the researcher to describe, summarise, identify patterns, and organise the data for easier comprehension (Steedle, 2017, as cited in Wyse et al., 2017).
Data analysis will encompass both quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the research findings. Statistical techniques, including descriptive statistics and inferential analyses, will be employed to evaluate the questionnaire results, providing insights into awareness and perceptions of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies in Southeast Asia. Additionally, thematic analysis will be utilised to examine qualitative data from literature and case studies, focusing on SHEIN’s digital marketing strategies (Fowler, 2014; Guest, MacQueen and Namey, 2012).
This mixed method will robustly analyse the effectiveness of digital marketing strategies and provide practical suggestions for multi-channel engagement, brand development, regulatory compliance, and talent growth in Southeast Asia. The analysis will account for local consumer behaviour, regulatory environments, and competitive dynamics, ensuring context-specific guidance. (Statista, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc178344938]3.8 Reliability and Viability 
[bookmark: _Hlk178240871]   Data reliability is vital to research as it ensures accuracy, builds credibility, and supports informed decision-making. Reliable data contributes to replicable research and valid conclusions, while unreliable data leads to misleading results and wasted resources. Verifiable research enhances transparency and credibility, whereas non-verifiable research arouses scepticism and reduces academic value (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
    This research investigates how Chinese cross-border e-commerce businesses, such as SHEIN, employ digital marketing strategies to expand in the Southeast Asian market. To verify the viability of this research, the company's economic returns are the best indication. SHEIN has a sound profitability, hence this research is viable.
Even if the data obtained in collected questionnaires or on those commercial websites is not accurate, it does not affect the conclusion of the research. Because the core of the researcher's data is based on government data and data provided by large non-profit organisations, which are unlikely to get stale.  Doing so can ensure the feasibility and reliability of the research to the greatest extent (Bryman, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc178344939]3.8.1 Sampling
   Questionnaires were first sent in 50 emails as testing to users who had already made a purchase or registered an account in user groups.
The 50 samples are extremely representative as these respondents are loyal users of clothing e-commerce platforms. They have a certain amount of purchases, and their cost of buying clothing is relatively high with rich purchase experience. In this way, the research has been able to exclude people who are unlikely to become future e-commerce users, rather than being an unresponded bias. Because the excluded ones do not have enough understanding of the e-commerce industry, the randomness of their answers is relatively large, and they are unlikely to become loyal users in the future. For the development of the e-commerce industry, they are not an important group, at least in the short term has little impact on the sector, so they are excluded.
[bookmark: _Toc178344940]3.8.2 Limitations of the Research 
Concerning the disadvantages of literature analysis, a certain degree of tendency is not avoidable. When conducting research and analysing literature, researchers may unintentionally focus too much on their subjectivity leading to the potential for ignoring or distorting the original text's main idea. This deviation from the real phenomena that are documented in the literature can significantly impede the study team's analysis and investigation (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Second, it has limitations. There is a lot of literature, so the researcher cannot include everything. The non-comprehensive selection would have certain limitations on the research content. Furthermore, it is challenging to fully comprehend the material due to the researcher's differing knowledge of the literature (Snyder, 2019).
While talking about the flaws of the questionnaire survey, it is self-biased. For example, participants may provide socially desirable responses or recall their behaviour inaccurately, thus affecting the validity of the data. As far as electronic business clothing is concerned, consumers may not be able to accurately remember how much they spent on online shopping in the past period or deliberately overreport their consumption (MacKenzie and Podsakoff, 2012). 
Second, there’s a limited depth of insight. Questionnaires may not capture the nuances and specifics of buyer behaviour, especially when it comes to complex decision-making processes. Specific to the industry, it is difficult for consumers to distinguish whether they choose this dress because of style, material, or both (Dillman, Smyth and Christian, 2014). Third, low response rates or sample bias may undermine the validity and generalisability of research results and require careful attention to sampling techniques and research design.
[bookmark: _Toc178344941]3.9 Research Ethics 
All work conducted within the University, or in collaboration with it, must carefully consider ethical aspects whenever it involves others (human or animal) or has the potential to impact their lives. 'Others' usually refers to research participants but can also include anyone who might be affected, such as those at risk of physical or mental harm. This requirement applies to all types of research, regardless of the project's length or academic level, including undergraduate, postgraduate, and staff research. Researchers must:
· Actively and appropriately address ethical issues in all research.
· Adhere to ethical, legal, and professional standards set by regulatory authorities, employers, funders, and other relevant parties (UWTSD, 2022).
The necessity of recognising and addressing a "set of ethical principles that should be taken into account" is emphasised by Hammersley and Traianou (2012). Therefore, the researcher will request official approval in compliance with the applicable legislation to recognise and deal with any ethical issues related to the data collection phase of the research. 
If researchers fail to adhere to research ethics, they risk harming participants, compromising the credibility of their findings, facing legal consequences, and damaging their professional reputation. Such breaches can lead to the retraction of their work, reduced public trust in research, and hinder future academic, professional opportunities, and funding prospects (Resnik, 2020).
If research lacks objectivity and neutrality, it can damage the researcher's credibility and lead to unreliable policy decisions. Policymakers may base decisions on biased information, resulting in ineffective or unjust policies. This undermines public trust in research, wastes resources, and can lead to adverse social and economic outcomes. Additionally, it may impede future research efforts and distort the overall direction of related research (Davis, 2019). 
After utilisation, research data processing at the University must comply with its obligations as a Data Controller under the Data Protection Act 2018 and the General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (UK GDPR). This legislation mandates that the University implements suitable organisational and technical measures to safeguard personal data. The University’s Research Data Management Policy outlines the legal requirements for data protection in research, which must be considered during the Ethics review process (UWTSD, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk176008979]Personal data must be processed lawfully, ensuring that a legitimate basis, such as ‘public task,’ is established. It must be handled fairly and transparently, collected for specific, legitimate purposes, and not processed in ways that contradict these purposes. Data should be relevant, accurate, and updated as needed, with measures in place to correct inaccuracies promptly. Personal data should not be kept longer than necessary and must be protected against unauthorised access, loss, or damage through appropriate security measures (UWTSD, 2022).
This research aims to explore the digital marketing strategies of Chinese cross-border export B2C e-commerce enterprises in the Southeast Asian market. Having outlined the research methodology, the next chapter will analyse the obtained results.












[bookmark: _Toc178344942]4. Analysis
  Based on the results obtained from the questionnaires, this chapter analyses SHEIN's deployment of big data and an efficient supply chain to optimise inventory management and market forecasting through its unique mode, while building a competitive advantage in the Southeast Asian market through multi-channel digital marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc178344943]4.1 The "Small Order and Quick Return" Mode of SHEIN
  The "small order and quick return" mode is to first produce different styles of products in small batches for market testing, then quickly return the "best-sellers" through the terminal data feedback to maximise profits and minimise inventory risks. This is how SHEIN wins.
  The initial stage of SHEIN's supply chain is its capability to precisely design a large volume of styles, forming the basis for new arrivals and popular products. The company utilises web crawlers, Google Trends, and other big data technology tools to gather current fashion elements, which are then provided to designers. These elements are combined with user analysis data from the platform to inform centralised style design.
  Regarding information resources, Zara manually collects information from its buyers and obtains data on seasonal fashion items based on the shopping preferences of store visitors. On the other hand, SHEIN has been dedicated to utilising big data to track experiences to strengthen its position in the fast fashion industry. This enables a more precise selection of websites and accounts for monitoring, leading to accurate trend predictions. Abundant data resources and powerful algorithmic analysis are used to depict user profiles and capture user needs. According to the data collected from questionnaires, the majority of SHEIN's users are young people aged 18-24 in Figure 3, with female users accounting for 80% of the total in Figure 4. This interaction-based marketing model better fits the SICAS model, as Zhao and Xie stated in the literature review.
[bookmark: _Hlk178230896][image: ]Figure 3. Users’ Age Distribution
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Figure 4. Users’ Gender Distribution
  Based on the mentioned strengths, SHEIN possesses a clear advantage regarding the number of product designs and timeliness. The brand's range of styles is approximately 10-15 times greater than that of Zara, which is beneficial for meeting the diverse needs of users. SHEIN's designers develop products based on gathered fashion factors and forecast data, with a design cycle for a single product lasting up to 7 days, as compared to roughly 15 days for Zara and 3 months for H&M. Its exclusive online sales enable rapid feedback on sales and user data, which is then lied in conjunction with small-order quick-return production for efficient product testing. For every 3,000 garments produced, the company can test 30 styles simultaneously, whereas Zara can only test a maximum of 6 styles per test due to offline testing.
  Hence, companies, consumers and platforms connect with each other, which drives customers’ purchase actions in applications or on social media. And with the automatic distribution of consumer experience sharing on the Internet, its shares come back to the beginning from the end of consumption. Thus, this forms a panoramic, multi-point interactive communication, which allows more potential consumers to gain perception, and repeat the circle.
  SHEIN relies on the hundreds of small-sized clothing factories in China, endowing it with both flexibility and large-scale buyer advantage. The platform then allows these small factories to conduct foreign trade through services like export hosting. The company has introduced a supplier rating inspection mechanism, which ranks suppliers from highest to lowest into 5 levels, S-level, A-level, B-level, C-level and D-level, based on purchase amount and Key Performance Indicators (mainly for speed and quality). For the top two levels of merchants, the platform will guarantee their 8%-12% profits, yet 30% of the bottom vendors at the D-level will be eliminated. This greatly safeguards SHEIN’s efficient and high-quality production and realises the alliance between small and medium enterprises and digital companies described in the literature review.
    Although such a quality management system seems effective enough, there is still room for improvement from the feedback of questionnaires. Because occasionally there are still a few quality problems feedback, from the gathered results there are 5%, 5 people think that the product has quality problems in Figure 5. It can be seen that SHEIN must take more creative solutions if it wants to completely solve the existing quality issue.
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Figure 5. Problems Encountered by Users
SHEIN grants suppliers multi-dimensional empowerment to retain quality merchants. Firstly, the payment term is relatively short, with suppliers typically taking around 15 days to deliver and settle the loan. However, for top-rated suppliers, the quickest payback time is 7 days. 
Comparatively speaking, the industry average payment collection cycle is approximately 45 days. In this way can ensure adequate financial security for suppliers. Secondly, stable order volume. While the upstream apparel sector is overcapacity, SHEIN has a relatively considerable order volume with an 80% repeat order rate, which brings income security for partners. 
Third, no inventory risk. No return for non-quality issues as SHEIN would handle inventory. Fourth, SHEIN offers preferential subsidies for suppliers, including zero entry fees, free security deposits and international logistics fees. Cash subsidies are given to small orders with higher costs. It also provides supportive loans for highly-rated cooperant factories to purchase equipment and plants. 
With the scale advantage and multi-dimensional empowerment for suppliers, SHEIN holds strong bargaining power, effectively controlling the supply-side costs. According to supplier feedback, SHEIN’s per-item price for women's clothing is 5 yuan (about £0.54) lower than peers on average.
However, this zero-stock strategy also puts the resilience of the entire supply chain under strain. This can be seen in the data collected from questionnaires, where 5% of consumers reported shipping delays in Figure 5, which represents an issue of concern.
SHEIN's warehousing and logistics enjoy economies of scale, which can effectively reduce costs and optimise the user experience. Suppliers ship their goods to SHEIN's central warehouse in Foshan, Guangzhou, and the transport costs generated after are borne by the company entirely. It takes advantage of large scale to reduce logistics costs. For example, the transportation expenses from Guangzhou to the United States can be as low as 75 yuan (about £8.03) per kilogram, while EMS, a traditional international express, charges 240 yuan (about £25.68) within 500 grams of the same distance. The enterprise has built many logistics centres around the world, which greatly improves delivery efficiency as well as cuts costs. Moreover, it has established overseas transit warehouses in Italy, Vietnam, Indonesia and other regions, specialising in product returns for consumers. Not to mention its lenient return policy, returns within 45 days, thereby further optimising the user experience.
And from the feedback from questionnaires, few are dissatisfied with the service and return policy, the percentage is only 2% in Figure 5. Moreover, more than 90% of users are willing to recommend SHEIN to others in Figure 6, which shows that the enterprise does do a good job in user experience.
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Figure 6. The Users’ Recommendation Rate of SHEIN
[bookmark: _Toc178344944]4.2 SICAS Model
[bookmark: _Toc178344945]4.2.1 The Perception Between SHEIN and Users
In the SICAS model, the establishment of a dynamic perception network between brands and consumers through a distributed, multi-touchpoint social marketing platform is a crucial foundation. For merchants, real-time, network-wide perception capability becomes the top priority. The ability to perceive consumers' needs and how consumers perceive the brand are essential for effective brand marketing and are key factors in establishing a perception network. For consumers, following, sharing, customisation, auto-matching, location-based services etc., are all important methods of effective perception. 
Business people need to ensure that their product characteristics and brand advantages are perceived by consumers in an appropriate and acceptable way through these channels.
SHEIN has meticulously developed a comprehensive and dynamic perception network, deeply integrated into popular social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and its own e-commerce platform to create multiple touchpoints. These touchpoints serve not only as windows to showcase the brand but also as bridges to interact with consumers in real time, enabling SHEIN to capture and respond to market demands quickly. 
Through efficient data collection and analysis mechanisms, SHEIN studies consumers' browsing history, purchasing preferences, and interaction details so as to accurately grasp market dynamics and achieve demand forecasting and trend-setting simultaneously. This process strengthens the brand's market sensitivity while laying a solid foundation for the continuous optimisation of its products and services as well as the deepening of its brand influence. This is how SHEIN wields the power of multi-source marketing referred to in the literature review.
From the questionnaire data gleaned, consumers rarely reported experiencing service problems when shopping on the SHEIN platform. It has the highest average score of 3.54 and 56% of consumers believe that the shopping experiences from the platform are satisfied and very satisfied in Figures 7 and 8, which also indicates that they are concerned about brand service.
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Figure 7. Users' Ratings of E-commerce Platforms
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Figure 8. Users' Comments on Their Shopping Experiences on E-commerce Platforms
Consumers, on the other hand, are growing their exposure and awareness of the brand by following SHEIN's social media accounts, sharing product links and participating in brand events. SHEIN delivers personalised recommendations and push notifications, suggesting products based on consumers' browsing history and purchasing behaviours, which improves consumer engagement and satisfaction. Furthermore, the brand offers customised products and services by analysing consumer preferences and location data, thereby enhancing brand relevance and appeal.
SHEIN also excels in brand perception. The business has carefully laid out its social media presence, utilising high-quality diagrams as well as well-crafted videos to build a visually stunning experience. Moreover, SHEIN highlights the benefits of its products through detailed descriptions and user reviews, enabling consumers to fully understand the brand's features. It continuously optimises the efficiency of each channel and adjusts its marketing strategy according to the characteristics of different platforms to ensure the effectiveness of message delivery and consumer acceptance. This is also in line with the obtained results of the questionnaires. The data shows that consumers are most familiar with SHEIN, with 62% of users giving a high score of 4 or 5, i.e. familiar and very familiar with in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Users' Familiarity with E-commerce Platforms
This strategy, through multi-touchpoints and dynamic response, enables SHEIN to accurately sense consumer needs, while enabling consumers to perceive the brand's value and advantages through various channels, thus effectively enhancing the brand's market performance.
[bookmark: _Toc178344946]4.2.2 The Interest Generation and Interaction Formation
The interaction between brands and consumers lies not only in the contact frequency, but also in the substantial parts related to the customer experience, such as the way, the topics, and the content they interact. In this regard, the efficiency of exposure and impressing consumers is decreasing, while understanding, following and responding to their interests and needs are becoming pivotal. Consumers at this stage are generating or have already formed a certain degree of psychological coupling and interest resonance.
After drawing consumers' attention, SHEIN's next move is to stimulate their interest and interact with them. In order to achieve these goals, the enterprise provides personalised recommendations and also uses gamification elements in the application. For example, users can earn points for daily check-ins, and one point can be credited against £0.01 when making a payment. This has greatly boosted customer stickiness, and increased the customers’ use frequency of the SHEIN application at the same time. 
There are various methods available for users to obtain complimentary gifts and credits on the application, such as Puppy Keep and Money Tree. These interactive games feature charming and vibrant elements that are particularly appealing to SHEIN's primary customer demographic, which consists of women. Upon completion of these activities and mini-tasks, users have the opportunity to receive coupons or free shipping offers, thereby significantly enhancing their engagement with the brand, fostering interactivity, and promoting a more positive user experience. 
Apart from that, the company provides other interactive content including quizzes and style guides to further enrich customers' interactive experiences. Furthermore, SHEIN places importance on the influence of online celebrities by collaborating with them to host live-streaming events, thus offering users an enjoyable and engaging shopping experience.
From the data gathered from the questionnaires, a whopping 57% of consumers learnt about SHEIN through social media and Influencers/Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs) in Figure 10. In addition, 86% of customers think that it is important and very important for brands to interact with their customers through social media and other digital platforms in Figure 11.
[image: ][image: ]Figure 10. Channels through Which Users First Learned about SHEIN 
Figure 11. Importance of Brand Engagement with Customers through Social Media and Digital Platforms
[bookmark: _Toc178344947]4.2.3 The Connect Building and Communication Establishment
SHEIN communicates with its customers through a variety of channels, including online chat, email, and social media, in order to make it easier for customers to choose their communication methods according to their preferences. This is also a reflection of the two-way perception of consumers and brands mentioned in the literature review. According to the questionnaire data, a certain percentage of SHEIN’s users use the above communication methods in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Effectiveness of SHEIN’s Digital Marketing Strategies
The company is not limited to the traditional use of email and phone calls to communicate with its consumers. Back in 2011, SHEIN saw the power of social media. As a pioneer in all major e-commerce acquisition channels, the company used social media influencers to market its products. Social media has allowed it to connect more closely with consumers. It has a huge fan base on overseas social platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube and so on. For example, it has had over 20 million followers on Instagram already. SHEIN spends a lot on Facebook and Instagram as it is one of the largest Chinese clients of Google.
In recent years, TikTok has become a major channel to connect and communicate with potential and current customers, and SHEIN enjoys great popularity on it, with huge teenage fans. Consistent discounts serve as an incentive for site visits, enticing shoppers regularly. The extensive size range from XS to 5XL delights TikTok users. Fashion influencers endorse the company by creating shopping content tagged with SHEIN hashtags, creating a seamless alignment between TikTok and SHEIN. 
This synergy isn’t just due to their affordability but also because viewers enjoy seeing others wear the clothes they purchase. Among 70 TikTok hashtags, the #shein tag alone has garnered an impressive 21.5 billion views. The various social media outlets provide a platform for the company to interact in real-time with a wide range of users across the globe, helping to increase brand exposure and awareness. 
Through social media, SHEIN can communicate directly with consumers to understand their preferences and needs so that it can better adjust its products and marketing strategies. Secondly, social media provides a channel for the company to showcase its products and release the latest information. With the help of different social platforms, it is capable of exhibiting new products, trends and promotions, thus attracting more users’ attention and participation. 
In addition, social media can help it build a more intimate brand image and enhance the emotional connection with consumers by sharing user feedback, stories and experiences. The connection and the interaction between the company and its users help build a positive brand image, increase user loyalty and attract new users to join. From the data collected, the percentage of consumers who first learned about SHEIN from social media is up to 32% in Figure 10.
[bookmark: _Toc178344948]4.2.4 The Generation of Users’ Actual Actions
In the era of the mobile internet, mobile payment has emerged as a preferred method of payment among consumers, and consumer behaviour is no longer confined to e-commerce platforms. Various platforms, including social networks, video streaming services, and live broadcasting channels, have also become avenues for completed purchases. During the Action phase, businesses enhance sales conversion by optimising critical performance indicators. This is nowadays how consumers make purchases on applications and social media as noted in the literature review.
 First, the E-commerce Rate refers to the proportion of online and online-to-offline(O2O) sales in the total sales. SHEIN has successfully driven users to purchase actions by optimising its sales and e-commerce layouts. It focuses on online sales channels, and its application and website are improved to support a smooth browsing and purchasing experience, making it easy for users to buy on any device.
 Second, the Distribution Ratio stands for the ratio of single-channel to multi-channel e-commerce. SHEIN sells both on its e-commerce platform and adopts a distributed e-commerce model. It sells through various social media platforms e.g. Instagram and TikTok, as well as third-party e-commerce platforms e.g. Amazon and Zalora. This strategy increases the brand's exposure and sales opportunities across multiple channels, thereby raising its distribution rate.
Third, the Connectivity Rate is the connection between the online and offline sales outlets and the perception network. Although SHEIN does not have offline shops, it has improved the connection between its online e-commerce platform and the perception network, allowing consumers to seamlessly move from social media browsing to e-commerce purchasing, thus raising the connectivity rate. 
To be specific, the company leverages the shopping capabilities of social media so that users can complete their purchases easily on the platform, a smooth experience that helps drive purchase decisions. It also uses remarketing advertisements to remind potential customers of products they have viewed but not yet bought.
Fourth, the Personalisation Rate means responsiveness to personalised demand and its percentage. SHEIN uses big data analytics and artificial intelligence (AI) technology to collect consumers' personalised demands, and then provide personalised recommendations and customised services. For instance, its application recommends relevant products according to users’ browsing history, search history and purchase history. This personalised experience enhances user satisfaction and loyalty and aids in converting more potential consumers into actual purchasers.
Fifth, the Mobile Rate indicates the proportion of e-commerce transactions on mobile terminals. SHEIN's e-commerce platform and application have superb performance on mobile terminals, making it convenient for users to make purchases anytime, anywhere. The platform is partnered with PayPal, Apple Pay, Klarna and other payment service providers. With handy mobile payment options, fast-loading mobile pages and exclusive promotions, SHEIN has significantly increased the ratio of mobile transactions to the total.
Finally, the Social Media Rate refers to the proportion of traffic, media presence and purchases from social networks in the total business volume of the company. SHEIN exploits traffic from social network sources to increase the brand’s share of voice and user stickiness, by utilizing social media marketing, user-generated content (UGC), influencer collaboration and live-streamed sales.
These strategies have enabled SHEIN to successfully guide users through the transformation from connection to action across multiple touchpoints. Via the above 6 indicators, it can effectively increase users' purchase actions and sales conversion rate. The data shows that SHEIN's sales and users in the Southeast Asian market are growing rapidly, indicating that its digital marketing strategy has achieved significant results in driving users' purchase actions.
[bookmark: _Toc178344949]4.2.5 The Sharing Activities of Brand Users
In the age of consumer subjectivity and user sovereignty, the automatic distribution and dynamic aggregation of fragments of user experience sharing are becoming a significant source of consumption. The dissemination of experiential sharing not only plays a crucial role in meeting personalised needs but also serves as an important driver of consumer productivity.
The marketing value derived from interaction and guidance during the experience-sharing stage is even more substantial than the initial attention generated by advertisements. According to the data gathered, more than 90% of users have the intention to recommend SHEIN to others in Figure 6, which plays a great role in promoting the brand.
SHEIN encourages customers to share their shopping experiences and to post brand-related content. It inspires its users to share their purchases, reviews or recommendations on social media using specific hashtags. There are 11.04 million posts with #shein on Instagram. 
SHEIN also encourages consumers to post reviews of products they have purchased, with a dedicated review section on its software where consumers can earn points that can be used against a certain amount of money when shopping. Review comments must be more than 20 words, which can ensure the quality of user comments to a certain extent. As for other users concerned about the product, they can also get a more detailed and comprehensive understanding of it.
Through the user's real purchase experience and sharing, potential consumers can get more real and reliable feedback than brand advertising. After these customers generate real purchasing behaviour, basically their satisfaction is on the high side because they buy the product based on real reviews from other customers. Therefore, there’s a high chance that they will also spontaneously post fine reviews about the product after receiving the goods. As more people who are concerned about the product see those reviews and make purchases, this creates a virtuous cycle.
Furthermore, the official TikTok account of the company is populated with a plethora of Internet celebrities. On average, it shares three to five outfits from its partner influencers every day. By clicking on SHEIN's account, consumers can directly access its official website through the provided link. The company refrains from interfering with TikTok users' content creation, regardless of whether their content is complimentary or critical. This approach stimulates the generation of a substantial amount of content, and SHEIN pays to promote the best content across all channels. This strategy encourages customers to share their wear or unboxing experiences, thereby enhancing brand exposure, increasing market buzz, and fostering brand loyalty among customers.
SHEIN has made good use of KOL marketing, and from the questionnaire data collected, 50% of consumers find the marketing strategy to be effective and very effective in Figure 12.
[bookmark: _Toc178344950]4.3 The Integrated E-marketing 4Is Model
SHEIN has adopted a digital marketing strategy combining affiliate marketing and live steaming marketing in Southeast Asia to further enhance its brand influence. It collaborates with Southeast Asian independent designers and local KOLs, providing creators with monetisation channels and establishing direct connections with this region’s consumers. It also harnesses social media promotion and live marketing activities to attract traffic, through live shopping to provide Southeast Asian consumers with an immersive experience. 
This confirms what was previously mentioned in the literature review that KOL marketing allows cross-border e-commerce companies to provide information about their products or services more socially and interactively.
[bookmark: _Toc178344951]4.3.1 Interesting Marketing Approaches 
Since 2020, SHEIN has successfully organised several online live-streaming events on the SHEIN APP and overseas social media platforms, with a focus on current hotspots and trends in Southeast Asia. The virtual event SHEIN Together, which featured well-known musicians such as Katy Perry and Lil Nas X, attracted more than 1.8 million viewers globally and raised funds through musical performances and celebrity shows. 
In December 2020, SHEIN launched the "Light-a-Wish" campaign to raise global awareness of the pandemic, drawing over 10 million visitors to the campaign interface. Through a combination of social media marketing, affiliate marketing, live streaming, and leveraging "private traffic," SHEIN's brand awareness in Southeast Asia experienced significant growth.
From the data gleaned from the questionnaires, social media marketing, affiliate marketing and live-streaming sales are all recognised by consumers as useful marketing methods. Their average scores are 3.51, 3.42 and 3.47 respectively in Figure 14.
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Figure 14. Users’ Ratings of SHEIN’s Digital Marketing Strategies
[bookmark: _Toc178344952]4.3.2 Individuality and Interest
SHEIN specialises in collaborating with emerging fashion designers and co-branding new products to connect with Southeast Asian consumers. The "SHEIN X" crossover co-branding program is a collaboration with designers and artists, where SHEIN can acquire all copyrights or rights to the designs. Designers whose designs are adopted can enjoy a share of the profits and have the option to retain ownership of the product designs. The "SHEIN X" independent portal on the homepage regularly launches more than 30 designer compilations every month, taking into account Southeast Asian consumers' preferences and satisfying their personalised pursuit of fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc178344953]4.3.3 Interaction
SHEIN hosted the "SHEIN X100k" series of challenges, which focused on 30 emerging designers and employed social media to globally broadcast the design process and works of the competition online. The winner received a prize of $100,000 and had their design featured on SHEIN Southeast Asia's independent online store. 
This resulted in a net increase of 216,500 Facebook interactions during the campaign. Additionally, the campaign combined social media with a "reality show", attracting over 45 million fans across SHEIN's network and inspiring real-time interaction among social media users in this region through creative design work and innovative marketing models. This approach maximised the effectiveness of social media and live-streaming marketing while ensuring the efficient operation of SHEIN's digital marketing campaigns in the Southeast Asian market.
This chapter has analysed the results gained from questionnaires. The next chapter will draw a conclusion and put forward some constructive proposals for SHEIN as well as enterprises in the same industry.








[bookmark: _Toc178344954]5. Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc178344955]5.1 Conclusion 
The introduction of this dissertation presents an overview of the rapid development of China’s cross-border e-commerce market within the context of its trade relationship with Southeast Asia. It highlights the rising prominence of ASEAN as China's largest trading partner from 2020 to 2022 and the region's increasing significance in cross-border e-commerce. The dissertation focuses particularly on independent sites, which are emerging as key channels for Chinese e-commerce companies, in contrast to established third-party platforms like Shopee and Lazada. 
SHEIN, an influential Chinese cross-border e-commerce company, is selected as a representative case study due to its significant growth, market position, and innovative digital marketing strategies. The research studies how SHEIN, having moved its headquarters to Singapore, leverages its competitive strengths in Southeast Asia's diverse e-commerce landscape, which is shaped by a blend of opportunities and challenges. 
The research utilises PESTLE and Porter's Five Forces to analyse the macro environment and competitive dynamics facing Chinese e-commerce firms in the region. This exploration sheds light on how Chinese businesses, such as SHEIN, can navigate and thrive in Southeast Asia's expanding digital economy, thereby contributing to the growth of China's cross-border e-commerce sector.
Chapter 2, the literature review, discusses that the development of cross-border e-commerce and digital marketing is integral to enterprises expanding into Southeast Asia. Cross-border e-commerce refers to international commercial activities conducted via Internet platforms, involving transactions, payments, logistics, and delivery. Digital marketing uses digital communication channels and data technologies to interact with consumers cost-effectively, allowing companies to acquire new customers and increase profits. 
The research stresses the need for alignment between digital marketing and internationalisation strategies. According to relevant kinds of literature, the digital marketing landscape differs significantly between developed and emerging markets, influencing how companies should set strategy. The potential for Southeast Asia as a target market for Chinese cross-border e-commerce is emphasised, especially given the region's growth in Internet penetration and digital consumption.
Various consumer behaviour models, such as AIDMA, AISAS, and SICAS, provide frameworks for understanding digital marketing in e-commerce. The SICAS model, notably, suits the mobile Internet era, offering an all-round approach by integrating traditional e-commerce and online social networking advantages. It promotes interactive, two-way communication, facilitating brand awareness and consumer engagement.
This chapter also investigates integrated marketing theories, including 4Ps, 4Cs, 4Rs, and 4Is, underlining the evolution from producer-oriented to consumer-focused strategies. Additionally, it reviews the progress of cross-border e-commerce in Southeast Asia, driven by factors like rising Internet use, improved logistics, and supportive government policies. 
Despite challenges such as regulatory complexities and logistical gaps, the region offers substantial opportunities for market expansion. For companies like SHEIN, understanding these dynamics is crucial for optimising digital marketing strategies and achieving sustainable growth.
The methodology, chapter 3, of this research outlines the aims and objectives, which include evaluating the macro environment of six Southeast Asian countries, identifying challenges faced by Chinese cross-border e-commerce enterprises, and analysing SHEIN's digital marketing strategy using consumer behaviour models and integrated marketing theories. 
The research adopts a pragmatic paradigm, combining both qualitative and quantitative methods to offer contextually rich insights and practical recommendations. A mixed-methods approach is used, involving a literature review, primary data collection through questionnaires, and case study analysis of SHEIN. Secondary data from government reports, industry associations, and academic papers are also employed to provide a comprehensive view.
The research uses a random sampling technique for the questionnaire to gather data on consumer awareness and perceptions. Data analysis includes both statistical and thematic approaches, ensuring a robust examination of the findings. Limitations, such as potential biases in self-reported data and literature analysis, are acknowledged.
Ethical considerations are strictly adhered to, with data protection measures in place in compliance with relevant laws and university policies. The research aims to provide actionable advice for Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies, like SHEIN, seeking to expand their market presence in Southeast Asia.
Based on the collected questionnaires, Chapter 4 analyses SHEIN's digital marketing strategy, characterised by its "small order and quick return" model. The model leverages big data to enhance its position in the fast fashion industry. It involves producing a wide range of styles in small batches, testing them in the market, and quickly scaling up the production of best-sellers based on real-time feedback. 
SHEIN utilises advanced data analytics to capture current fashion trends and user preferences, allowing it to offer a diverse range of products that cater to the needs of its young, predominantly female customer base. The company's design process is highly efficient, often taking just seven days from concept to production, significantly faster than competitors like Zara and H&M.
SHEIN empowers its suppliers through a unique support system, including short payment terms, stable order volumes, and financial incentives, which ensures a flexible and resilient supply chain. Its comprehensive logistics network, which includes global warehouses and a lenient return policy, enhances the overall user experience.
The brand effectively employs social media and KOL marketing to connect with consumers, create awareness, and build engagement. By fostering interactive experiences and personalised recommendations, SHEIN has strengthened its market position and consumer loyalty. It also leverages live-streaming events and partnerships with local designers to increase its presence in the Southeast Asian market.
Overall, SHEIN’s multi-channel, data-driven marketing strategy and its focus on real-time consumer interaction have proven successful in enhancing its brand perception and market performance in Southeast Asia.
[bookmark: _Hlk177431803][bookmark: _Toc178344956]5.2 Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc178344957]5.2.1 Market Expansion
While cultivating the European and American markets, SHEIN should actively implement its globalisation strategy and gradually expand its business territory to vibrant Southeast Asia and the potential Middle East, so as to achieve comprehensive growth and prosperity of its global business presence.
Based on the findings from the questionnaires, 45% of users reported experiencing language barriers. Language tools are essential for accessing markets in other countries. To mitigate the challenges posed by language and enhance user purchasing experiences, SHEIN should consider utilising more advanced translation software or developing specialised AI tools that account for local cultural nuances and linguistic habits during translation. This approach will facilitate an increase in consumer purchases by reducing the obstacles that language presents.
For Southeast Asia, SHEIN needs to lay out the Blue Ocean Market and strengthen its local advantages. Compared with mature markets in Europe and America, the penetration rate of e-commerce in Southeast Asia is much lower than that in other markets, so there is much room for penetration and considerable development potential. 
SHEIN has already opened its brand-owned websites in Singapore and Indonesia, and will change its actual controlling entity to a Singaporean company, Roadget Business Pte. Ltd. It also expanded its recruitment programme on the official local employment website in Singapore to boost the company's development (Hall, 2021).
To develop the Southeast Asian market, the company has to focus on the differences between the region and the developed world. European and American consumers are looking for quality, but Southeast Asian users are more interested in value for money. Because their purchasing power is insufficient in comparison, SHEIN could loosen its requirements in terms of quality when selling products to the region (Strutton and Pelton, 1993). 
Since the market competition in the region is not standardised, human relations (HR) and government relations (PR) are more important, especially in island countries like the Philippines and Indonesia, thereby it needs to focus on HR and PR. Working directly with local governments may be more favourable and effective for SHEIN (Claessens, Djankov and Lang, 1999). Moreover, Southeast Asia is different from the European and American markets in terms of information flow. While Europe and the US are dominated by large platforms, Southeast Asia is led by influencers and livestream sales hosts. Therefore, for cross-border e-commerce companies like SHEIN, it is crucial to understand and adapt to this characteristic of the market (Hou, Shen and Xu, 2021).
 SHEIN also needs to research local customs, cultural traditions and consumption habits in Southeast Asia, design personalised products according to local conditions, and strictly comply with local regulations on product packaging to ensure sustainable development. Through the strategy of localised distribution channels, it blends creativity with consumer interest in this region. It launched the SHEIN X Designer Incubator Program to collaborate with local Southeast Asian designers to release local styles, thereby reinforcing the localisation advantage (SHEIN’s Global Presence, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk176358716]For the Middle East, SEHIN needs to increase its exposure, continue to polish its products and develop the market with an omnichannel strategy. In recent years, the enterprise has continued its efforts to increase exposure in this area, topping the list of the top ten most popular apps in the Middle East in 2021 (7continents, 2021). 
It has launched a women's clothing collection with Middle Eastern features as well. It has set up a dedicated women's clothing supply chain group for this region, which has iteratively tested details such as fabrics, fits and design styles intending to tailor products to suit the Middle Eastern culture. Additionally, in September 2023, SHEIN launched a pop-up store in Dubai, which received an overwhelmingly positive response. The integration of online and offline channels further bolstered SHEIN's presence in the region (Khaleej Times, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc178344958]5.2.2 Category Expansion 
SHEIN should optimise its business deployment and focus on popular categories in order to explore new growth opportunities. Therefore, the company needs to expand its business layout by enlarging categories such as beauty and pet products, catering to the preferences of young female users. This expansion should complement its main business of women's apparel.
In terms of the new business segment, in late 2020, SHEIN launched SHEGLAM, an independent beauty website. It follows the style of the main website concerning low price, quick product releases and variety of products, and gains users' trust in quality by publicly displaying the manufacturing process. With regard to marketing, the new makeup brand has joined forces with Internet celebrities and bloggers to release beauty tutorials to recommend cosmetics for consumers. SHEGLAM's search popularity has increased rapidly, achieving fast user growth with the support of SHEIN's successful operational experience (Romano, 2023). 
The pet market is expanding quickly worldwide and is expected to continue to grow in size in the coming years (Morgan Stanley, 2024). Along with the rise of the pet economy, SHEIN should open a new category of pet supplies, by looking at the vigorously growing pet market in Europe and the United States. Its products mainly include pet apparel and toys, better reusing its supply chain and design advantages in the apparel sector. 
[bookmark: _Hlk178274031]The price of the products continues to be affordable as the main site, mostly in the range of £2.28-6.10, which is competitive regarding cost-effectiveness. Its pet product purchasers post and share their experiences on Instagram, which dramatically fosters the purchasing behaviours of other potential consumers (Morgan Stanley, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc178344959]5.2.3 Platform Exploration
    SHEIN should carry out the platformisation strategy as a new attempt at business expansion. Building an open and synergistic platform ecology and integrating internal and external resources can accelerate product innovation and market expansion, effectively driving future growth.
Platformisation is one of the independent site's tactics to expand its categories and brands. Since its first public investment solicitation at the end of 2020, SHEIN has gradually initiated its platformisation with the aim of further expanding its business landscape. It has already commenced investment promotion in July 2022, mainly attracting second and third-tier brands in women's apparel and related categories (Merchants Securities, 2022).
SHEIN needs to adopt the Original Brand Manufacturer (OBM) cooperation mode to control risks, that is, brand suppliers and merchants design and produce products on their own. This mode is suitable for traders with third-party sales channels, and merchants integrating industry and trade (BBCIncorp, 2023). With the company's many years of operating experience, the OBM mode is expected to contribute to business growth. 
Brand merchants in SHEIN are responsible for taking pictures, uploading them, and transporting the products to the central warehouse, while the company is responsible for pricing, platform operation, logistics, delivery, as well as returns and exchanges. It does not open its back-office operations to merchants, thus minimising operational risks. Benefiting from its main brand's experience and its solid foundation in supply chain and logistics, SHEIN is anticipated to achieve further growth with its platformisation blueprint (Merchants Securities, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc178344960]5.3 Future Research
Future research could focus on how cross-border e-commerce companies can effectively counter the rise of local competitors. With the rapid growth of Southeast Asian e-commerce platforms, cross-border firms face increasing competition. Research could explore strategies such as product differentiation, unique brand positioning, and enhanced user experience to mitigate the competitive pressure from local businesses. 
Another area of interest lies in the study of sustainability practices within cross-border e-commerce. As consumers worldwide increasingly prioritise ethical and environmentally friendly brands, future research could analyse how companies like SHEIN are adapting their business models to address these concerns, particularly in emerging markets. This could include exploring local regulatory frameworks and consumer expectations around sustainability in Southeast Asia and the Middle East.
With the advancement of international trade, it is essential to explore potential crises related to trade embargoes. Future research could probe into how geopolitical tensions influence trade policies among nations and examine the possible threats posed by economic protectionism to the stability of global supply chains. Additionally, analysing the effects of public health crises and technological security on trade embargoes represents a significant area for further study. By examining these factors, future research could yield valuable insights that inform policy development aimed at addressing trade embargoes, thereby contributing to the stability and growth of the global economy.
Lastly, further research could investigate the challenges and opportunities posed by omnichannel strategies in regions with distinct digital and offline consumption patterns. While this dissertation focuses on SHEIN's digital marketing strategy, future studies could look into how companies might effectively integrate physical retail experiences, such as pop-up stores, with their online platforms to cater to diverse market preferences. This would offer a more holistic view of the marketing approaches best suited for emerging markets.
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Survey on Awareness and Perceptions of Chinese Cross-border E-commerce Companies





This questionnaire seeks to understand consumer awareness and perceptions of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies, particularly focusing on SHEIN's digital marketing strategies. Your participation will provide valuable insights for our research. 

This survey is anonymous and voluntary, with no obligation to answer all questions. Respondents may withdraw from participation at any time. It will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. Thank you for your time.
Section 1: Demographics

1. What is your age?
   - Under 18
   - 18-24
   - 25-34
   - 35-44
   - 45-54
   - 55-64
   - 65 and above

2. What is your gender?
   - Male
   - Female
   - Non-binary/Third gender
   - Prefer not to say

3. Which country do you currently reside in?
   - ASEAN Countries
   - Other (please specify)

Section 2: Awareness and Perception

[bookmark: _Hlk170393454]4. How familiar are you with the following cross-border e-commerce companies? (Rate on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = Not at all familiar and 5 = Very familiar)
	[bookmark: _Hlk170387615]
	1-Not at all familiar with 
	2-Not very familiar with
	3-
Neutral 
	4-
Familiar with
	5-Very familiar with

	SHEIN
	
	
	
	
	

	AliExpress
	
	
	
	
	

	JD.com
	
	
	
	
	

	Temu
	
	
	
	
	

	Amazon
	
	
	
	
	

	Ebay
	
	
	
	
	

	Banggood
	
	
	
	
	

	Zaful
	
	
	
	
	



5. Have you ever made a purchase from any of these companies?
   - Yes
   - No

6. If yes, which company did you purchase from? (Rate your overall experience with the purchase on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = Very dissatisfied and 5 = Very satisfied)
	
	1-very dissatisfied
	2- Dissatisfied
	3- Neutral
	4- Satisfied
	5-Very satisfied

	SHEIN
	
	
	
	
	

	AliExpress
	
	
	
	
	

	JD.com
	
	
	
	
	

	Temu
	
	
	
	
	

	Amazon
	
	
	
	
	

	Ebay
	
	
	
	
	

	Banggood
	
	
	
	
	

	Zaful
	
	
	
	
	



Section 3: Digital Marketing Strategies

7. How did you first learn about SHEIN? (Select all that apply)
   - Social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram)
   - Search engines (e.g., Google)
   - Online advertisements
   - Word of mouth
[bookmark: _Hlk176858580]   - Influencers/Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs)
   - Other (please specify)

8. How effective do you find the following digital marketing strategies used by SHEIN? (Rate on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = Not at all effective and 5 = Very effective)
   
	[bookmark: _Hlk170399414]
	1-Not at all effective
	2-Not very effective
	3- Neutral
	4-
Effective
	5-Very effective

	Social media marketing
	
	
	
	
	

	Influencer/KOL marketing
	
	
	
	
	

	Email marketing
	
	
	
	
	

	Affiliate marketing
	
	
	
	
	

	Live streaming sales
	
	
	
	
	



9. Do you follow any social media accounts or influencers who promote SHEIN products?
    - Yes
    - No

10. If yes, which platforms do you follow them on? (Select all that apply)
    - Facebook
    - Instagram
    - TikTok
    - YouTube
    - Other (please specify)

Section 4: Consumer Behavior and Preferences

11. What factors influence your decision to purchase from cross-border e-commerce companies? (Rate on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = Not at all influential and 5 = Very influential)

	[bookmark: _Hlk170399987]
	1- Not at all influential
	2-Not very influential
	3- Neutral
	4-
Influential

	5-Very influential

	Price
	
	
	
	
	

	Product quality
	
	
	
	
	

	Brand reputation
	
	
	
	
	

	Customer reviews
	
	
	
	
	

	Shipping time and cost
	
	
	
	
	

	Return policy
	
	
	
	
	

	Promotions and discounts
	
	
	
	
	



12. How important is it for you that a brand engages with its customers through social media and other digital platforms? (Rate on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = Not at all important and 5 = Very important)

	
	1- Not at all important
	2- Not very important
	3- Neutral
	4-
Important

	5-Very important

	Engagement with customers
	
	
	
	
	



13. Would you recommend SHEIN to others?
    - Yes
    - No
    - Maybe

Section 5: Challenges and Suggestions

14. What challenges have you faced when shopping from Chinese cross-border e-commerce platforms? (Select all that apply)
    - Language barriers
    - Payment issues
    - Product quality concerns
    - Shipping delays
    - Customer service issues
    - Data privacy concerns
    - Other (please specify)

15. What improvements would you suggest for Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies to better serve customers in your region?

	<18
	18-24
	24-30
	30-36
	>37

	
	
	
	
	





Thank you for participating in this survey. Your responses are valuable and will contribute significantly to our research on enhancing the digital marketing strategies of Chinese cross-border e-commerce companies.
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