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Today, leaders of global TMT companies face complex business and geopolitical challenges, as 
well as an evolving regulatory environment that is impacting everything from corporate strategy, 
technology innovation, to customer and supply chain management. 

Looking ahead in 2021, we identify five themes impacting the Chinese TMT industry: the rise of 
U.S. China techno-nationalism, increased regulatory pressure on Big Tech around anti-monopoly 
and data privacy issues, “ The New Normal,” focus on digital transformation and technology 
infrastructure buildout, and ESG as an urgent business imperative. 
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U.S.-China techno-nationalism and the decoupling of innovation

THEME FOUR:
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Tightening scrutiny of big tech around  
anti-monopoly & data practices 

After a relatively lax two decades which saw the 
explosive growth of the Chinese technology industry, 
the Chinese regulators are tightening scrutiny. A record 
US$2.8 billion (RMB18.2 billion yuan) fine imposed on 
Alibaba, which represents four percent of Alibaba’s 2019 
domestic sales, Chinese regulators also ordered 34 local 
tech firms including Pinduoduo, JD.com, Kuaishou, Bilibili 
and Didi to conduct a ‘comprehensive self-inspection’ 
within a month.

The recent crackdown on Chinese Big Tech like Alibaba, 
Tencent, and Baidu is part of a broader push to rein in, 
using an antitrust regime only instituted in 2008, large 
digital platform companies which have over the years 
fundamentally changed Chinese consumers’ behavior, 
and the way people pay and borrow money. In fact, the 
critical market infrastructure built and owned by large 
technology companies is perceived to carry the risk of 
upending the Chinese banking and finance system. 

In November 2020, China’s competition authority, the 
State Administration for Market Regulation (“SAMR”) 
issued Antitrust Guidelines for the Platform Economic 
Industry and opened them to public consultation. In 
February 2021, just three months after starting the 
public consultation, the State Council finalized a set of 
antimonopoly rules targeted at China’s homegrown 
technology giants. This also signals that SAMR 
strengthened its antitrust enforcement in the Internet 
platform sector, the entire ecosystem of businesses 
and economy centered around the internet has been 
potentially and significantly affected. The rules, although 
softened from the first draft, took a hard stance on 
practices deemed monopolistic, such as abuse of 
market dominance and concentration of undertakings.

At the same time, the Chinese government has also 
made strides to control the practices around consumer 
data collection and data privacy by private sector 
companies. In October last year, the NPC released 
a first draft of the Personal Information Protection 
Law (PIPL) for public comment. The PIPL coordinates 
and unifies what is currently a patchwork of local and 
regional privacy laws and is seen as China’s answer to 
the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation. While 
still in deliberation, the PIPL may be passed soon after 
one or two readings. It sets out seven principles of 
data protection and would give consumers ownership 
over their own data. The impact to business would 
be significant – any company, domestic or foreign, 
collecting the personal data of Chinese citizens would 
be subject to this new law. 

Both Chinese companies with foreign operations and 
multinational firms with a presence in China must 
ensure that their operations stand up to fresh scrutiny. 
Corporates should step up transparency on sensitive 
issues around governance, principles, and practices. 
Companies would be much helped by a strong narrative 
that emphasizes transparency on policies surrounding 
antimonopoly practices or how data is collected and 
used. They must also ensure their operations are 
compliant and aligned across the patchwork of still-
developing privacy and antimonopoly regulations to 
avoid being caught up when least expected.

THEME TWO
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