
Case Study 8: China – Alibaba’s Rural Taobao program 

China’s rapid expansion of e-commerce to rural villages has played an important role in creating new 

opportunities for the poor to generate higher incomes, enjoy greater convenience and access a broader 

range of products and services (Luo 2018). To support rural communities, the Alibaba Group launched 

the Rural Taobao program in 2014 in collaboration with the government. The program aims to enable 

rural residents to take part in e-commerce and connect with wider markets as buyers and sellers. As e-

commerce takes root within rural communities, “Taobao Villages” emerge – clusters of 100 or more 

active e-tailers that collectively generate more than CNY 10 million. By 2018, more than 3,000 Taobao 

Villages had emerged across China, and what started out as a grassroots development program based on 

public–private partnerships has since grown into a potential poverty alleviation tool (Luo 2020). 

Facilitating participation of the poor in e-commerce 

Recognising that the rural market for e-commerce faced unique constraints, Taobao established local 

Service Stations to make engagement with e-commerce comfortable and rewarding for villagers who 

may be unfamiliar with it. These local agents are particularly beneficial to the poor. Examples of what the 

Service Stations offer include: 

• Cash transactions. With many rural poor unable to access or unfamiliar with digital finance options,

the Service Stations let them transact in cash when buying or selling through the Taobao platform.

• Technical know-how. The poor generally have less technical capacity to take full advantage of

digitally enabled products and services. Service Station agents can support them as they learn to use

the technology, and can organise formal training.

• Value-added services. Service Stations can help customers access a broader range of online services,

which can save time or cost. Examples include financial services, buying train tickets, paying bills,

video-calling family members in other cities and registering for government services.

• Greater value and affordability. Service Station agents can help the poor buy goods online that offer

greater value and are more affordable.

Importance of public–private partnerships 

A successful rural e-commerce ecosystem that facilitates the participation of the poor requires more 

than just enabling access to the technology. It must also include the development of other key elements 

including infrastructure, logistics and entrepreneurship skills. From China’s experience, some specific 

examples of the role of government in achieving this include: 

• Identifying suitable rural areas where e-commerce could be most effective, e.g. those with access to

main roadways, the ability to serve as many customers as possible and projected supply levels of

goods sufficient to sell into other markets (Rui and Xie 2018).

• Enabling fast-tracking of approval processes to support the viability and sustainability of e-commerce

(Rui and Xie 2018).

• Organising training programs for local farmers and small businesses to introduce them to the

concept of online shopping and trading (Rui and Xie 2018).

• Supporting the development of necessary infrastructure, e.g. roads, internet access etc. (Luo 2020).

• Giving incentives and subsidies to encourage the establishment of specialised e-commerce service

providers and to help develop a robust ecosystem of e-platform companies (Luo 2020).

• Developing tailored support to help villagers with the development and branding of local products

suitable for e-commerce (Luo 2020).
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While further research is needed to clearly understand the relationship between e-commerce 

participation and poverty alleviation, China’s effort to bring e-commerce to rural communities shows the 

great effect that public–private partnerships can have by encouraging the use of digital technology and e-

commerce to support economic development and greater inclusion.  
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