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Location, Location, Location
The most significant decision you will make is which 
market – or markets – to enter. There is no perfect 
answer in this respect, as it depends on various 
factors including how your business currently 
operates, what you’re selling and how that compares 
with what’s already available in each market, and any 
import restrictions on the type of goods you sell. 
Other factors will affect almost any sector, such as 
the overall strength of any market and of its online 
marketplaces, as well as political issues. And in some 
countries, you will need either your own trading 
entity or a local partner who will act on your behalf. 
Mark Batty, Boden’s Country Director Germany & 
Rest of World, suggests considering your options 
by looking at the balance between the size of the 
opportunity and the level of complexity.

Many businesses instinctively look to China as it is 
growing fast and forecast to be a potentially huge 
market. China is home to e-Commerce marketplaces 
including Alibaba and its sister marketplace Tmall, 
which is one of the largest in the world. The jury 
is out on the best approach to doing business in 
China, such as whether to aim for the domestic or 

international version of Tmall. While many businesses 
look there first, it may be wise to expand elsewhere 
first, unless you have research to show that you have 
a strong, distinctive product base which is going to 
sell well. 

“China is unique in its setup and the cost of entry is 
high,” says Aman Anand, Chief Operating Officer 
of Ispirare Accessories. “If you find the right rising 
influencer you can be successful, but if you want to 
use the large marketplaces you still need a sizeable 
budget, decent margins and an action plan in place.”

“In some countries, such as China, 
launching a fully localised website is 
incredibly expensive and difficult, whereas 
marketplaces provide a ready made local 
platform based on local expertise, and 
they have the trust of local customers.” 

Mark Batty - Boden

Going Global Successfully
Most companies want to grow and many will do that by looking beyond the UK’s shores, where there are myriad 
opportunities for those that choose the right locations and implement well-planned strategies. 

No one knows for certain how big the global commerce market is or how much it will grow, but it’s undeniably 
huge. Statista, for example, suggests retail e-Commerce sales worldwide will grow to US$4.88 trillion by 20211, 
while eMarketer puts the figure at US$4.48 trillion2. These figures are just for e-Commerce, which globally 
represents the minority of overall retail sales but is growing significantly faster than other channels, due in large 
part to the boom in mobile commerce. According to 451 Research, digital commerce transactions will grow globally 
at more than a 20% compound annual growth rate (CAGR) up to 2022, reaching $5.8 trillion, by which time more 
than 17% of B2C sales will be online3. 

It seems, then, that there should be a slice of that pie available for anyone who wants to take it. But unlike 
domestic expansion, there are many more variables to consider when looking overseas. No matter how wildly 
successful you are in the UK, to succeed abroad you need local insight and possibly different technology solutions, 
and will have to take risks you may not have contemplated before. In this whitepaper, therefore, we give you 
pointers from those who have already taken such steps successfully, to give you a head start in your global journey 
(or some touchpoints if you’ve already started out but need further support). 
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Another high profile market is India which, in 
terms of predicted growth, ranks far above China: 
Forrester forecasts a CAGR for e-Commerce sales 
for India of 31% in 2016-2021 compared with 10% 
for China, while Statista also places India top of its 
retail CAGR forecasts for 2018 to 2022 (at 19.9% 
versus 12% for China)4. That’s partly because the 
Indian market is less mature – in China nearly half the 
population already buys online, while e-Commerce 
penetration is still in single figures in India5. The 
same ‘low penetration, high growth potential’ is 
predicted in other parts of South-East Asia and in 
Latin America.

Ispirare’s Anand also highlights opportunities in 
Australia and South Africa, more generally advising 
considering countries where technology, including 
broadband, is behind that of Europe and China. 
With this in mind, Statista ranks Indonesia second for 
retail CAGR growth at 17.7%, South Africa third at 
13.7% and Mexico fourth at 12.6%.

One important caveat is to filter the reality from 
the sales hype when negotiating with foreign 
marketplaces. No matter how impressive their 
valuation and/or backers, is there evidence to back 
up their claims in terms of potential growth and 
profit margins? In addition, consider the domestic 
political situation, and perhaps avoid countries 
where significant changes can happen extremely 
quickly.

Ultimately, Anand suggests, choose a country that 
suits your business, rather than somewhere you 
‘think’ you should be expanding into. You could, for 

example, start by entering a market which requires 
lower investment, make a profit there and use that 
to enter costlier markets such as China and India. 
Antony Comyns, Head of eCommerce at Hawes & 
Curtis, offers an alternative idea, which is to look 
at countries where you already have strong organic 
traffic through your UK website and focus your 
efforts on opening a domestic version there.

Local Language Skills are not 
Enough
When you’ve chosen your potential target 
countries, the next decision is how you will sell – via 
marketplaces, franchisees or direct. The decision 
here may vary from country to country, and should 
not be bound by your company’s previous routes to 
market. “Although the balance of risk is not as much 
in your favour, marketplaces are definitely worth 
considering as, frankly, the wholesale and franchise 
model is changing,” says Mark Cowdery, Head of 
International Franchise & Wholesale Operations 
at LK Bennett. Boden’s Batty agrees: “In some 
countries, such as China, launching a fully localised 
website is incredibly expensive and difficult, whereas 
marketplaces provide a ready-made local platform 
based on local expertise, and they have the trust 
of local customers.” That said, this route has to be 
balanced against potential return on investment 
and disadvantages to the brand in not “owning the 
customer”. 

“many countries don’t have fashion 
brands that they are especially loyal to, 
which means there’s a huge opportunity 
for British brands to be front of mind.” 

Aman Anand - Ispirare Accessories
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Then the most obvious need is for translation skills. 
Tempting though it may be, all those who have done 
this already will tell you that simply using a British 
person who has learned another language will not 
be good enough. Only truly native speakers will 
translate in a way that local people would use their 
own language, thus avoiding any potential pitfalls 
that can happen with literal translations that, in a 
specific context, have a different meaning.

For some sectors you need country-specific products 
too – either way, you should definitely not view 
foreign markets as a place to sell old stock. “We 
found almost zero overlap between products 
deemed desirable in, say, China and India,” says 
Anand. The good news, Anand adds, is that “many 
countries don’t have fashion brands that they are 
especially loyal to, which means there’s a huge 
opportunity for British brands to be front of mind.” 

You also need to take into account local payment 
options and preferences, which will be different in 
each country and definitely different from the UK, 
where we love paying by credit card. Thus your 
minimum setup cannot be copied directly from your 
UK solution. Beyond this, you need to take into 
account any regional variations.

“Challenge your own assumptions, even when 
you ‘think’ you know what works in any country,” 
says Spencer Hudson, Global Technical Solutions 
Manager at GHD. “It’s all about being a global 
company but thinking local.”

“The challenges and marketplaces will 
change, so get comfortable with the idea 
of failure and of having to respond to 
change. But if you don’t start, you’ll never 
get anywhere.” 

Spencer Hudson - GHD

“You’ve got to have local knowledge and know-how, 
and you have to be able to localise at some level, 
but it’s a tough thing to do when you also want to 
centralise and consolidate for financial reasons,” 
agrees Jonathan Newman, former VP and Chief 
Digital Officer at Office Depot. “Compromise is 
the worst thing for the customer experience, as if 
you miss some local detail, the whole process can 
break.”

You can glean domestic knowledge through opening 
physical retail outlets, although that knowledge 
can, in effect, be siloed. Be aware, too, that: “Local 
people don’t know everything about what makes 
them local because they only know what they 
know,” Hudson adds. Those differences could be: 
geographical factors that affect delivery times; 
cultural impacts; legal systems; payment types; and 
fees incurred by customers based on your payment 
structure. 

“I can’t emphasise enough the importance of 
domestic knowledge as you enter new markets,” 
says Hudson. “That knowledge is what enables you 
to remove friction and understand the opportunities. 
Conversion only happens through knowledge.”

Pick your Partner
A good relationship with all overseas partners is 
vital, including marketplaces. “You can run on a 
marketplace without ever going to the country or 
speaking to them, but I recommend spending time 
there,” says Boden’s Batty. “We built a relationship 
[with Alibaba] which allowed us to understand what 
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they were trying to do with their brand as well.” One 
benefit of a close relationship with a marketplace 
can be that it’s easier to elicit support to close down 
companies that are illegally reselling your products 
against you.

On the flip side, be very careful about the 
arrangements you make with any company you 
choose to partner with, including marketplaces. 
“You’ll be surprised what these companies try to 
get away with. Don’t be afraid to challenge them 
on any aspect, such as multiple year lock-ins.” says 
Ispirare’s Anand. “Make sure that any contract you 
sign anywhere fully protects your stock. But the 
single most important thing is to make sure, if you 
can, that the court of jurisdiction is in the UK for 
any agreement you sign; otherwise you’re fighting a 
losing battle.”

Turning Technical
It’s tempting to think that opting to work with 
marketplaces in every country you enter will offer 
the benefit of economies of scale. However, each 
marketplace can have different requirements when 
it comes to how you photograph your products and 
the details you need to list. 

Some of the marketplaces are also less mature than 
the ones we are used to in the UK, so more likely to 
change as they evolve. This can have implications 
for technology, which may slow your entry as your 
existing platforms and skills base don’t match what 
is required. 

If that makes you think you should build your own 
websites instead, be aware that a less mature 
market does not negate the need to serve pages 
to customers as fast as possible. No matter where 
you operate, a fast site that is easy to use will result 
in more conversions. You need to consider where 
you will physically host your website(s) so that you 
minimise speed issues: in this respect think about, 
for example, using content delivery networks, and 
how to take advantage of dynamic vs static content. 
What do you have that you can re-use and what 
will you need to build from scratch? Bear in mind, 

however, that running totally separate websites in 
each country can cause real headaches with version 
control.

Along with a speedy site, you also need to consider 
the customer journey, which, when optimised, 
can offer real benefits. “At Office Depot we saw 
improvements in satisfaction and in the accuracy 
of purchasing – which resulted in a lower return 
rate,” notes Newman. “Simplifying the process and 
giving customers the information they need, when 
and where they need it, also resulted in customer 
‘stickiness’.” 

When it comes to the final stage of the purchasing 
process, your target should be to provide a 
‘frictionless’ experience, with minimal data entry 
required of the buyer, but again the options you 
offer need to match how people buy in that country. 
This aspect, in particular, needs constant assessment 
in case new opportunities arise. A payment service 
provider (PSP) can help with this, as well as providing 
a relatively simple way for you to integrate multiple 
payment methods through a single interface. This 
can make it easier to accept more payment types, 
giving customers more choice and increasing your 
chance of conversion. Typically, PSPs will negotiate 
rates with payment providers but if you prefer to do 
this yourself, ensure this is an option.
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Watch the Bottom Line
There are many aspects to consider when going global, but ultimately it’s about getting a decent return on 
investment. The debate around what you can charge is a huge subject in itself, as it depends on the competition, 
margins for any partners, how much you can insulate yourself against comparisons with your UK site, and so on. 
“Make sure you have a compelling proposition overall,” points out Boden’s Batty, bearing in mind that includes not 
just price but also tax, shipping and returns costs, and speed of delivery.

The overall sums will be different in each country, so there is no substitute for solid research – and flexibility. 
“Whatever you put in place is going to have to change – the technology, the people, the strategy. It’s all a case 
of doing the best you can do at this point in time,” says GHD’s Hudson. “The challenges and marketplaces will 
change, so get comfortable with the idea of failure and of having to respond to change. But if you don’t start, you’ll 
never get anywhere.”

The statistics indicate that it is definitely well worth getting started on the global journey, as long as you – and your 
board – are prepared for the investment in time and effort. “Ecommerce is becoming more and more expensive, 
with the costs of pay-per-click and the huge fees demanded by some influencers. Nevertheless, if you make the 
right decisions and apply the right criteria, you avoid pitfalls in contracts, and you take the country seriously by 
supplying products you can see the audience is really interested in, you could be very successful indeed,” says 
Anand.
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“Look at countries where you already have strong organic traffic 
through your UK website and focus your efforts on opening a 

domestic version there”

 Antony Comyns - Hawes & Curtis


