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Week of 15th February 2021 

What’s on our mind this week? 

The Coupang IPO and an overview of the Korean e-commerce industry 

The Korean e-commerce industry has been under fierce competition for years. Until the 

start of 2020 there were many players, including home-grown start-ups such as Coupang, 

WeMakePrice and T-mon  alongside large IT companies Naver and SK Telecom’s 

subsidiary SK Planet that operates the 11st.co.kr online shopping mall, as well as brick-

and-mortar department stores retailers Shinsegae and Lotte, and global e-commerce 

player eBay.  

Covid-19 accelerated the transformation of the industry with the fast growth of Coupang 

that benefited from the massive financial support coming from one of its cornerstone 

investors, Softbank which invested USD3bn in return for 37% of the company. Other 

shareholders include BlackRock Inc. and Sequoia Capital. Cash injection by Softbank in 

2020 allowed Coupang to invest in its logistic service, and to gain a sizeable market share 

during the pandemic. Coupang has now become the largest e-commerce platform of 

Korea. It recently branched out into food-delivery service through Coupang Eats and into 

video streaming services with Coupang Play. The company’s net revenue reached 

USD12bn in 2020, compared with USD6.3bn in 2019 while it reduced its losses from 

USD699m in 2019 to USD475m in 2020. 

The success of Coupang has a lot to do with its same-day delivery service named “Rocket 

Delivery” which operates 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. This prowess was undoubtedly a 

key reason for the market share gain of the company during the pandemic.   

Coupang filed last week for an IPO on the New York Stock Exchange. The estimated 

market capitalisation is rumoured to be around USD50bn which is equivalent to 2.5 times 

its 2020 gross merchandise value. If successful, it will be the largest IPO ever in the United 

States for a Korean company, and the second largest IPO in the United States by a foreign 

company after Alibaba that went public in 2014. 
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E-commerce penetration in Korea is the highest in the world. It had already reached 24% 

in 2018, compared with China’s 18%. It is believed to have increased during the Covid-19 

pandemic in 2020. Despite this high penetration, e-commerce’s growth rate in Korea 

remains high at +18% per annum. This high level growth is largely driven by the under-

penetrated sectors of online grocery and food distribution that are expanding at 30% per 

annum. 
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In terms of service quality and customer engagement, we still prefer Alibaba over other 

e-commerce players in Asia, mainly because of its superb big-data and artificial 

intelligence capabilities. We also have concerns about the high penetration rate of e-

commerce in Korea which can be a drag for the long term growth of Coupang. However 

we are watching with interest the market consolidation that will necessarily take place 

within the Korean e-commerce sector. 
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