24

§ sciendo — doi 10.2478 / nimmir-2024-0013 > Chinese an d US Digital Platforms

Chinese and US Digital Platforms:
Exploring Key Differences in Strategies

THE AUTHOR KEYWORDS
Xiaoquan (Michael) Zhang Digital Platforms, Cultural Differences,
CUHK Business School, Chinese University of Business Strategy, Policymaking

Hong Kong



Chinese and US Digital Platforms > Vol. 16, No. 2, 2024 > NIM Marketing Intelligence Review

»

Chinese and US platforms
share common goals, but
their strategies diverge due
to cultural, regulatory and
market forces.

K

Platforms as online backbones < In today’s digital age,
platforms have become the backbone of online interactions,
shaping the way we connect, communicate and conduct
business. From social media, e-commerce and gaming
to travel and hospitality, platforms have revolutionized
industries and transformed the way we live and interact.
Understanding the strategies employed by these platforms
has become increasingly critical for businesses, researchers
and policymakers alike.

Chinese and US platforms have emerged as significant play-
ers in the global digital ecosystem, and while they share the
common goal of user engagement and monetization, their
strategies diverge significantly due to cultural, regulatory
and market forces. We can gain valuable insights from com-
paring different types of platforms and their approaches to
capturing market share, engaging users and driving revenue.

Social media platforms > In social media, WeChat and
Weibo in China have evolved into multifaceted ecosystems
and are deeply integrated into the daily lives of Chinese
users, offering a broad spectrum of services from messaging
to payments and beyond. WeChat, for example, transcends
its origins as a messaging app by incorporating “mini pro-
grams,” which effectively transform it into an expansive
digital ecosystem (see Box 1 and Figure 1).

Meta (formerly Facebook) and X (formerly Twitter), by con-
trast, have maintained more focused identities, with Meta
creating a family of apps and X emphasizing its role as a
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Chinese platforms often adopt a “super-app” strategy and create
vast, integrated ecosystems that offer a wide array of services.

real-time information network. Meta apps and WeChat mini
programs diverge significantly in their approaches and in
integration within their respective platforms. Meta apps typ-
ically function as stand-alone entities accessible through the
Meta platform but often redirecting users to an external app
or website, requiring separate downloads or new browser
tabs. This means that while Meta’s apps can enhance user
experience by connecting users with a variety of services,
they do so in a way that is less integrated and more frag-
mented compared to WeChat's approach. This distinction
reflects the broader difference in philosophy between the
platforms: Meta, with its suite of apps like Messenger, Insta-
gram and WhatsApp, encourages users to navigate between
different apps for different experiences, whereas WeChat
consolidates these experiences into a single, cohesive inter-
face, streamlining the user’s digital journey.

E-commerce platforms X The e-commerce sector demon-
strates this divergence in design philosophy clearly, with Ali-
baba establishing itself as a marketplace facilitator, creating
an extensive web of related services, including logistics, dig-
ital media, health services, financial services, and online and
offline grocery stores. Amazon and eBay, while also powerful
online retailers, are more focused on the business model of
marketplace, emphasizing the customer experience and fast,
reliable service. By establishing a robust logistics network
through Cainiao, Alibaba ensures efficient delivery and
fulfillment, which is critical in maintaining the flow of goods
in its marketplace. Health services are addressed through
AliHealth, which offers medical supplies and appointments,
while Alipay and the Ant Group provide financial products
like payment gateway, money market savings, loans and
insurance, integrating financial services seamlessly into the
consumer journey. Moreover, Alibaba’s foray into online and
offline grocery stores through Freshippo caters to evolving
grocery shopping habits, blurring the lines between physical
and digital commerce. In contrast, Amazon has taken a more
vertically integrated approach, maintaining tighter control
over its value chain. It has built its own formidable logistics
network, Amazon Prime, and has ventured into media
through Amazon Prime Video, competing with traditional
content providers. Amazon has also delved into the health
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sector with Amazon Pharmacy and has financial services
like Amazon Pay. However, Amazon’s approach is to own
and operate these services as extensions of the Amazon
brand rather than as facilitators for a broader marketplace.
eBay, on the other hand, has maintained a more focused
approach, positioning itself primarily as an online auction
and shopping website. It facilitates consumer-to-consumer
and business-to-consumer sales but does not typically
provide the same breadth of supplementary services as
Alibaba. Instead, eBay relies on partnerships, such as its
integration with PayPal for payment services, to provide a
complete, yet less integrated, e-commerce experience. Each
company — Alibaba, Amazon and eBay — illustrates a distinct
interpretation of how an e-commerce entity can expand and
diversify its offerings, whether it be through creating a uni-
verse of related services, integrating vertically or focusing
on the core marketplace model with strategic partnerships.

Gaming platforms < Gaming platforms, such as Tencent
Games and Steam, illustrate different models of operation.
Tencent not only hosts games but also develops them and
has a stake in many gaming companies, reflecting the inte-
grated model preferred in China. Steam, on the other hand,
serves as a global distribution platform and relies on its vast,
diverse catalog of games from developers around the world.

Travel and hospitality platforms x Chinese travel and
hospitality platforms, such as Ctrip and Feizhu, have built
comprehensive ecosystems that cater to a broad spectrum
of consumer needs within a single interface. These platforms
not only facilitate hotel and flight bookings but also offer
auxiliary services like restaurant reservations, local attrac-
tion tickets and integrated travel-related retail services.
They leverage strong domestic demand and mobile-first
consumer habits, providing an all-in-one super-app expe-
rience that aligns with the Chinese preference for platform
consolidation and convenience. In contrast, US platforms
tend to specialize more and often segment their services
across multiple apps or websites. For instance, Expedia and
Booking.com primarily focus on travel bookings, offering
exhaustive options for flights, accommodations and car
rentals, while platforms like Airbnb emphasize unique lodg-



BOX 1

The digital ecosystem of WeChat
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The WeChat platform incorporates numerous mini programs, which function like micro apps. They enable users to
access a multitude of services, such as ride-hailing, food delivery and even government services, all without leaving
the app. This seamless integration allows for a level of convenience and variety that challenges traditional app stores.
In addition, WeChat's mini programs are designed to leverage the app’s built-in social features and payment system,
WeChat Pay, facilitating easy sharing and transactions that further embed the platform into users’ daily lives. For
businesses, WeChat has become a pivotal marketing and sales channel, with the platform providing tools to create
custom mini programs that tap into a rich vein of user data and insights. By removing the friction usually associated
with downloading new apps and by personalizing the user experience, WeChat keeps users engaged within its ecosys-
tem, reducing their need to look elsewhere for apps and services. This strategy not only cements WeChat's dominance
in the Chinese digital market but also sets a benchmark for global tech giants, reshaping expectations for messaging

and social platforms.

ricure 1 > Functionality of the WeChat platform and the integration of mini programs
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ricure 2 > Differences in Chinese and US platform strategies across key sectors

Chinese Platforms’ Strategy US Platforms’ Strategy

Social Media WeChat, Weibo Meta, X
Emphasize integrated ecosystems that Focus on specialized social platforms
E@ blend social networking with other with clear boundaries. Separate services
@ services like payments and shopping. Use  for different needs (e.g., Instagram for
of super-apps to retain user engagement photos, X for microblogging), emphasizing
@] within a single platform. user privacy and data security.
E-commerce Alibaba, JD Amazon, eBay

Build comprehensive platforms combining
online shopping with auxiliary services
such as social commerce, live streaming
and integrated payment systems.

Operate distinct platforms for specific
e-commerce functions, with an emphasis
on customer service, user experience and
a wide range of products.

Tencent Games

Focus on development and investment in
gaming companies, nurturing an integrat-
ed model that allows games to be a part
of a broader digital lifestyle ecosystem.

Steam

Prioritize being a distribution platform
that offers a vast catalog from developers
worldwide, with an emphasis on special-
ization and creating niches within the
gaming market.

Travel & Hospitality

Ctrip, Feizhu

Provide one-stop services for all
travel-related needs, from booking to
in-destination activities, by leveraging
local partnerships to streamline the travel
process and enhance convenience for
users.

»

Expedia, Booking, Airbnb

Concentrate on offering unique accom-
modations and diverse travel options,
bolstered by comprehensive user reviews,
with a particular focus on facilitating
international travel and providing a global
travel experience.

US platforms typically operate a suite of specialized services,
focusing on maximizing the user experience and revenue
within each platform.
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Chinese and US platforms both aim to maximize user
engagement and monetization but adopt markedly
different strategies.

ing experiences and local activities. US companies typically
aim to provide depth in each service category, with a user
experience characterized by a clear separation of services,
which may require consumers to use multiple platforms to
plan different aspects of their trip. This approach mirrors the
US market's preference for specialized services and the con-
venience of choice, allowing consumers to select platforms
that best align with their specific travel needs.

Understanding strategic differences is crucial X The
strategic differences between Chinese and US platforms are
marked and multifaceted (see Figure 2). Chinese platforms
often adopt a “super-app” strategy and create vast, inte-
grated ecosystems that offer a wide array of services, align-
ing with the preferences for convenience and comprehensive
platforms. They tend to be mobile-centric, reflecting the
widespread use of smartphones for Internet access in China.
In contrast, US platforms typically operate a suite of special-
ized services, focusing on maximizing the user experience
and revenue within each platform. They often emphasize
the quality of individual services, data privacy and a global
approach that includes specialization and clear delineation
between services.

> Understanding strategic differences allows busi-
nesses to adapt and develop effective strategies
X Understanding strategies is the basis to thriving in the
ever-evolving digital landscape and enables businesses to
tailor their offerings to align with consumer preferences
and to reach their target audience effectively. At the same
time, a specific platform’s strategy can influence how
consumers discover, evaluate and purchase products and
services.

> Understanding platform strategies is equally essen-
tial for policymakers and regulators X For regulators,
there are two important concerns: First, platforms often
operate across borders, challenging traditional notions of
jurisdiction and regulation. By studying their strategies,
policymakers can gain insights into how platforms navi-

gate regulatory landscapes and make informed decisions
to protect consumers, ensure fair competition and foster
innovation. Second, and perhaps more importantly, the
growth of platforms is path dependent. Once a platform
strategy is made, the development will interact with the
social, cultural and economic environment and follow a
complex trajectory. As this is not easily determined by the
platform or regulated by the policymakers, it needs to be
monitored closely.

Chinese and US platforms both aim to maximize user en-
gagement and monetization but adopt markedly different
strategies shaped by their respective sociocultural and
regulatory environments. Understanding these strategic
differences is crucial for businesses and policymakers to
navigate the global digital landscape effectively. X
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