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SOUTH KOREA, 
CLOSEST TO CHINA IN E-COMMERCE 
E-commerce in South Korea recently came under the spotlight with 
Coupang’s successful IPO. South Korea has become the fifth largest 
e-commerce market with 106bn$ in sales, and has the second highest 
penetration rate behind China at 33%1. Market participants remain opti-
mistic that penetration rate can still increase, pointing to various drivers 
such as low penetration in certain categories (groceries in particular) and 
the adoption of e-commerce by new users, especially in the over 40 de-
mography. While Korea’s e-commerce market remains very fragmented, 
unlike the US or China, two players have emerged as leaders, Naver and 
Coupang. Naver, which was facing competition in its legacy advertising 
business, expanded into e-commerce with the launch of its SmartStore, 
an online marketplace. Naver e-commerce GMW reached 28 trillion KRW 
in 2020, good for a 17.4% market share, and Naver management expects 
SmartStore GMV to grow 47% in 2021. Naver has been strengthening its 
e-commerce platform through partnerships, with CJ Logistics to bolster 
its delivery service, or most recently with E-Mart, the largest supermarket 
chain store in South Korea, in order to expand in the groceries vertical. 
Naver also developed a payment app, Naver Pay, which has helped Naver 
SmartStore growth. Coupang on the other hand, runs a B2C online plat-
form, which generated between 22 and 24 trillion KRW in GMV in 2020. 
Coupang is known for its very efficient delivery system, called Rocket 
Delivery, which is able to provide same day delivery thanks to its decen-
tralized delivery hubs. 

ASEAN, 
ALL ABOUT SEA
One of the best performing stock in 2020 was SEA Ltd, an internet stock 
mainly exposed to South East Asia. The Singapore-based company saw 
its share price go up 395% last year and became a 100bn$+ market cap. 
SEA Ltd started as a gaming company, operating Garena+, an online 
gaming platform in SE Asia, and expanding into other regions such as 
India or Latin America. The company launched Free Fire in 2017, which 
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While China’s internet success story has been well documented, other emerging countries have 
also shown great progress in terms of developing their digital economies, further helped by 
Covid-19. 



today counts over 100M daily active users. It also 
expanded into e-commerce in 2015, with Shopee an 
online marketplace, now the leading e-commerce 
platform in SE Asia. Shopee, boosted by the pandemic 
and various lockdown restrictions, saw its GMV more 
than double to 35bn$. The management expects to 
see the momentum continue in 2021, as it forecasts its 
e-commerce revenues to increase by 112%.

SE Asia represents a significant opportunity for in-
ternet related companies, with a population of 640M, 
and an average age below 30. The online consumer 
base is 200M, and each year grows more than 20%2. In 
the next 5 years, most ASEAN countries will cross the 
10000$ GDP per capita threshold, usually the level at 
which e-commerce takes off. 

INDIA, 
THE NEXT FRONTIER
India’s digital economy remains the next big frontier, 
as evidenced by the FAANG’s (Facebook, Amazon, 
Apple, Netflix, Google) significant investment last year 
in India, in particular in Jio Platforms, Reliance digital 
arm. Jio has become in less than 5 years the top mo-
bile operator, in a country where most users access 
internet through their mobile phones. Jio is expanding 
into e-commerce, a market that is today dominated by 
Amazon and Walmart-backed Flipkart. E-commerce 
penetration is below 5%, but also received a boost 
in 2020 with many consumer companies reporting a 
doubling of their online sales. In a country as vast as 
India, where infrastructure remains under developed, 
Jio’s omnichannel strategy, which relies on Reliance’s 
significant offline footprint (over 11000 stores across 
India), appears appropriate. Reliance has doubled 
down on this strategy, announcing last September 
the acquisition of Future Retail, the second largest 
retailer behind Reliance. Amazon, which had a prior 
agreement with Future Group, has tried to block the 
deal, which remains in limbo.

The other segment in the digital economy gaining 
strong traction is the mobile payment. According to 
NPCI, the governing body for mobile payment, India 
recorded 2.29bn mobile transactions in the month 
of February 2021, already one of the highest in the 
world. In the case of India, several specific factors can 
explain the quick adoption of mobile payment, such as 
the high number of mobile internet users, the positive 
impact of demonetization in 2016, which has aimed at 
reducing cash transactions, and a supportive regula-
tory environment. In 2016, NPCI launched UPI (Unified 
Payments Interface), under the regulation of the 
Central Bank (RBI), to allow funds transfer between 
two bank accounts through mobile phones. As such, 
it has created a secure and easy-to-use interface for 
both consumers and merchants, while also protecting 
the incumbents, as the banks still have to be involved 

in the mobile phone transaction. In 2019, the RBI also 
waived the MDR (Merchant Discount Rate) to promote 
adoption of digital payment among small merchants.

So far, internet related stocks are underrepresented 
in India compared to other countries like China, with 
many companies still private. This is set to change 
from this year, as many IPOs are in the pipeline. We 
should see companies such as Flipkart, Zomato (food 
delivery), Policybazaar (online insurance distribution 
platform) look to list this year, and payment compa-
nies like PayTM and PhonePe in 2022 or 2023.

BRAZIL, 
LEADER IN LATIN AMERICA
Brazil has also been a fast adopter of online services. 
Its e-commerce market is a third of Latin America, 
and penetration rate crossed the 10% mark in 2020, 
with growth accelerating to 57% according to Gold-
man Sachs. While growth could slow down as stores 
reopen, it should still remain above 20% in the next 
couple of years. The competitive environment remains 
high, with online platform such as Mercado Libre 
and B2W, competing against traditional retailers that 
moved online, like Magazine Luiza, Lojas Renner and 
Via Varejo.

On the payment side, Brazil has become the fourth 
largest market for mobile wallets behind China, the 
US and the UK, reaching over 22bn$ in transactions 
in 20203. E-commerce has been a significant driver 
of adoption, as 27% of e-commerce transactions are 
done through mobile payment4 and mobile wallet 
could surpass credit card as the preferred online pay-
ment in 2021. The adoption by small merchants, who 
could not necessarily afford a credit card terminal, 
has also acted as an accelerator for mobile payment 
adoption in the past few years.

In conclusion, the pandemic has accelerated digital 
adoption in emerging countries beyond China and 
highlighted their technological capabilities. Without 
much legacy effect, emerging countries have been 
quick to adopt a digital ecosystem. Given the cur-
rent low level of penetration and the emergence of 
a middle class that will favor a more digital-oriented 
consumption, the potential still remains untapped, 
offering interesting investment opportunities for 
long-term investors.

1. Source: Statistics Korea. 

2. Source: Golden Gate Ventures. 

3. Source: Buyshares. 

4. Source: JP Morgan. 
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