
The Hidden E-commerce 
Trends That Will Define 
2025-2026
E-commerce is entering 2025 with unprecedented scale and complexity. 
Global online retail sales are projected to reach $6.86 trillion, accounting 
for about 21% of all retail purchases. With an estimated 2.77 billion 
people shopping online in 20254approximately one-third of the world's 
population4understanding emerging trends is critical for business 
success.

This presentation explores the hidden trends poised to shape e-
commerce in 2025 and 2026 across industries worldwide, from shifting 
product demands to AI-powered personalization, rising digital advertising 
costs, and the strategic balance between direct-to-consumer and 
marketplace selling.
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Global E-commerce Scale: The New Reality
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E-commerce has transformed from an alternative shopping channel to the primary retail experience for billions worldwide. 
This massive scale creates both opportunities and challenges for sellers navigating an increasingly competitive digital 
landscape.



Key Trends Shaping E-commerce's Future
Shifting Product Demand
Certain product niches dominate online sales while 
emerging segments like health & wellness, sustainable 
goods, and pet care experience rapid growth.

AI-Powered Personalization
Artificial intelligence is becoming integral to 
operations, with the global AI in e-commerce market 
expected to top $8.6 billion by 2025.

Rising Digital Advertising Costs
Online advertising has become more expensive, 
squeezing seller margins and forcing adaptation of 
digital marketing strategies.

DTC vs. Marketplace Strategy
Brands face strategic choices between direct-to-
consumer channels and marketplaces like Amazon, 
with many pursuing hybrid approaches.



Top Selling Product Categories by Revenue
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Electronics and fashion remain the two largest e-commerce segments by revenue, reflecting the ubiquity of apparel and 
gadgets in consumers' lives. Even traditionally offline categories like furniture and media products now generate hundreds of 
billions in e-commerce revenue annually.



E-commerce's Leading Product Categories
Electronics

Consumers worldwide spent 
approximately $922.5 billion on 
electronics in 2024, from 
smartphones to smart home devices, 
making it the largest e-commerce 
category.

The category benefits from high 
average order values and frequent 
upgrade cycles, driving consistent 
online demand.

Fashion

With $760 billion in online sales, 
fashion represents the second-largest 
category. The transition to online 
shopping has been particularly 
successful for apparel brands.

Fashion's visual nature makes it well-
suited for digital discovery and 
purchasing, with innovations in virtual 
try-on technology further boosting 
online sales.

Food & Beverages

Once resistant to e-commerce, food 
($460 billion) and beverages ($249 
billion) now represent major online 
categories, accelerated by pandemic 
shopping habits.

Improvements in cold-chain logistics 
and rapid delivery have overcome 
historical barriers to online grocery 
shopping.



Emerging High-Growth 
Niches

Health & Wellness
The global health and wellness 
market is expected to reach 
$1.5 trillion by 2025, with a 
significant share through e-
commerce. Products include 
dietary supplements, organic 
foods, fitness equipment, and 
mental wellness apps.

Sustainable & Ethical 
Products
66% of global consumers are 
willing to pay more for 
sustainable products. This 
drives demand for eco-friendly 
goods, ethically-made fashion, 
zero-waste household 
products, and carbon-neutral 
certified items.

Pet Care & Pet Tech
Premium pet food, pet wellness supplements, and smart pet gadgets 
are experiencing rapid growth. Organic artisanal pet food is growing 
at about 5% CAGR through 2032 as owners seek high-quality, 
human-grade ingredients.



What's Driving Consumer Demand in 2025

Health & Lifestyle Priorities
Consumers invest in products improving quality of life

Ethical & Values-Based Shopping
Alignment of purchases with personal values

Digital Connectivity & Trends
Social media and influencer-driven product discovery

Convenience & Access
Breaking historical barriers to online shopping

Global Market Expansion
New online consumers from emerging markets

The common thread among successful e-commerce niches is responsive supply to shifting consumer preferences. Brands 
that accurately read what consumers value4health, sustainability, uniqueness, or convenience4are driving demand in these 
niches.



The Rise of AI in E-
commerce

$8.65B
Market Size

Projected global AI-in-commerce 
market in 2025

14.6%
Growth Rate

CAGR expected through 2030, 
reaching $17B

80%
Adoption

Companies using or evaluating AI 
technologies

Artificial Intelligence has moved from buzzword to business imperative in 
the e-commerce sector by 2025. The volume of businesses adopting AI 
has grown 270% since 2019, reflecting both improved AI technology and 
pressing business needs during the pandemic and beyond.



AI Adoption Reaches a Tipping Point

Competitive Necessity
E-commerce has become extremely 
competitive and complex4AI offers 

solutions by leveraging big data at scale.

Accessible Technology
User-friendly AI platforms and pre-built 
solutions have lowered barriers to entry 
for mid-sized and smaller e-commerce 
players.

Data Volume Management
Online retailers now manage massive 
product catalogs, customer bases, and 
omnichannel interactions that outstrip 
human-scale decision making.

Proven ROI
Companies leveraging AI report 

measurable performance improvements, 
with an average 10-12% increase in 

revenue.



AI-Powered Personalization 
in E-commerce

Recommendation Engines
AI analyzes browsing history and purchase patterns to 
suggest relevant products, significantly increasing 
conversion rates and average order values.

Dynamic Content
Personalized homepages, targeted promotions, and 
individualized pricing based on user behavior and 
preferences.

Conversational AI
Chatbots and virtual shopping assistants offer 24/7 support 
and guidance, handling routine inquiries and providing 
product advice.

Generative AI Content
92% of businesses use generative AI to create on-the-fly 
individualized marketing copy or product descriptions 
tailored to each customer segment.



AI Adoption Across E-commerce Functions
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Marketing automation is the most widely adopted AI application in retail (49% of companies), followed by chatbots (31%). 
Only 3% of companies report no intention to use AI, highlighting its growing importance across the industry. Recommendation 
systems and voice recognition represent significant growth opportunities.



AI-Powered Operational 
Automation

Inventory 
Management
AI models analyze 
historical sales, 
seasonal trends, and 
external factors to 
predict demand more 
accurately, reducing 
stockouts by 35% and 
overstocks by 20%.

Dynamic Pricing
Algorithms adjust 
product prices in real-
time based on 
demand, competitor 
pricing, and customer 
profiles to maximize 
revenue or profit.

Logistics 
Optimization
AI determines the 
most efficient delivery 
routes and warehouse 
fulfillment strategies 
to minimize transit 
time and costs.

Warehouse 
Automation
AI systems manage 
robotics and sorting 
systems more 
intelligently, 
optimizing picking 
paths and predictive 
maintenance.



Impact and ROI of AI Investments
Revenue Growth

Companies implementing AI in their e-
commerce operations have seen a 10-
12% increase in revenue on average, 
as AI helps convert more shoppers 
and streamline processes.

Long-term projections suggest AI 
could enhance retail profitability by 
59% by 2035 compared to scenarios 
without further AI adoption.

Operational Efficiencies

AI chatbots handling routine inquiries 
have cut customer service costs by 
30% or more for some businesses, 
while simultaneously improving 
customer response times.

AI-driven demand forecasting has 
reduced waste in perishable goods 
retail by ensuring stores stock closer 
to true demand, reducing spoilage and 
improving order fill rates.

Implementation Challenges

Data silos and integration issues 
remain common barriers to effective 
AI deployment. 44% of CEOs and 
53% of managers cite data security as 
a top challenge with AI adoption.

43% of employees feel a lack of AI 
knowledge or skills is a major hurdle in 
using these tools effectively, 
highlighting the need for training and 
external expertise.



The Squeeze of Rising Advertising Costs

Increasing CPCs
Amazon's average cost-per-click rose ~20% from 2023 to 2024

Retail Media Growth
Walmart's marketplace ads saw a ~23% jump in CPC

Budget Impact
Digital ad budgets grew ~10% from 2023 to 2024

Targeting Challenges
Privacy changes limit efficient audience targeting

Digital advertising has long been a lifeline for e-commerce sellers to acquire customers, but by 2025 it has also become a 
source of margin pressure due to rising costs. Several factors are at play: intensified competition in online ad auctions, privacy 
changes limiting tracking, and saturation of traditional channels.



Factors Driving Ad Cost Inflation
Auction Competition
More brands bidding for the same eyeballs in limited 
ad inventory spaces, particularly on popular platforms 
like Amazon and Google.

Privacy Regulations
Changes like Apple's iOS 14.5 update limiting tracking 
have made targeted ads less efficient, requiring higher 
spend for similar results.

Channel Saturation
Traditional digital channels have relatively stable ad 
inventories despite growing advertiser demand, 
pushing prices upward.

Marketplace Dynamics
Amazon has effectively become pay-to-play, with 
sellers spending over $20.6 billion on Amazon 
advertising in 2022, more than double the 2020 
amount.



Impact on Seller Strategies and Margins
Efficiency Focus

Greater emphasis on ROI tracking and 
performance metrics. Sellers are 
scrutinizing ad performance and 
cutting spend on underperforming 
campaigns faster.

Increased use of AI and automation in 
advertising, with algorithmic bidding 
tools that adjust bids in real-time to 
avoid overspending when conversion 
likelihood is low.

Organic Channel Shift

More sellers focusing on organic and 
owned media channels to reduce 
reliance on paid ads. Content 
marketing, SEO, and building social 
media followings can generate traffic 
without direct ad spend.

Many e-commerce brands in 2025 
have content teams producing blogs, 
videos, and guides to attract 
customers via search or social 
sharing, decreasing dependence on 
paid traffic.

Customer Retention

Rebalancing customer acquisition vs. 
retention efforts. In an environment 
where acquiring a new customer via 
ads is expensive, maximizing the 
lifetime value of existing customers 
becomes vital.

More resources going into CRM: 
personalized email flows, SMS clubs, 
subscription programs, and loyalty 
rewards to encourage repeat 
purchases.



Marketing ROI by Channel
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Email marketing leads with roughly $40 in revenue per $1 spent. SEO (organic search) also offers strong ROI (~$22:1) over the 
long term. Influencer marketing yields around $6:1 on average. In contrast, paid advertising like search engine ads returns 
only about $2 for each $1 spent, and social media ads often around $1.50 per $1, making them far less efficient than owned 
channels.



High-ROI Marketing Channels

Email Marketing
Returns $36-$42 per 
$1 spent. Low cost to 
send additional 
marketing messages 
once you have a 
customer's email, 
driving repeat 
purchases through 
personalized content 
and segmentation.

SEO
Returns $22 per $1 
spent (748% return). 
Ranking high in 
Google search results 
for relevant keywords 
brings steady free 
traffic. Has upfront 
cost but excellent 
long-term ROI.

Influencer 
Marketing
Returns $5.78 per $1 
spent on average, up 
to $20:1 in some 
niches. Micro-
influencers with 
smaller, more 
engaged audiences 
often provide the best 
value while building 
brand authenticity.

SMS Marketing
Extremely high open 
rates (~98%) and 
strong conversion, 
with 45% of SMS 
recipients completing 
a purchase via the 
texted link. Relatively 
cheap and cuts 
through the clutter.



Winning Digital Marketing 
Strategies for 2025

Diversified Channel Mix
Spread marketing across multiple channels to reduce risk 
from algorithm changes or cost spikes in any single 
platform.

Content-Rich Social Commerce
Leverage live shopping events, how-to videos, and 
interactive social media content that engage without big ad 
spends.

Retargeting & Personalization
Use first-party data to retarget visitors who didn't 
purchase, with personalized messaging showing exact 
products viewed.

Conversion Rate Optimization
Improve website performance to convert more existing 
traffic through faster loading, clearer CTAs, and simplified 
checkout.



The Analytics Advantage in 
Marketing

Advanced Attribution 
Models
Understanding which efforts 
drive results across multi-
touch marketing journeys. 
Marketing mix modeling might 
reveal that while Facebook ads 
introduce customers, it's 
Google Search that closes 
them4leading to adjusted 
spending or tailored content in 
each channel.

Real-Time Performance 
Tracking
Companies winning in 2025 
have a strong data culture, 
measuring metrics like 
customer acquisition cost, 
lifetime value, and ROI by 
campaign in near-real-time. 
This allows them to cut losers 
and scale winners quickly.

ROI Demonstration
83% of marketing leaders now prioritize demonstrating ROI on their 
spend, reflecting how important efficiency has become at the C-
suite level. Advanced analytics provide the evidence needed to 
justify marketing investments.



Direct-to-Consumer vs. Amazon Selling
The Amazon Advantage

Amazon commands 38% of U.S. e-commerce sales and is 
the starting point for 56% of online product searches. With 
over 300 million active customer accounts, it provides 
unparalleled reach and access to high purchase-intent 
traffic.

For new brands, listing on Amazon can instantly provide 
national or global exposure without needing to build 
awareness from scratch. This immediate access to 
customers is the core allure of marketplaces.

The DTC Appeal

Direct-to-consumer selling offers full control over branding, 
customer experience, and data. DTC brands can craft 
immersive websites, build loyal communities, and nurture 
direct customer relationships.

Without marketplace fees (typically 15% on Amazon), DTC 
can mean higher gross margins per product sold. DTC also 
provides valuable first-party customer data for marketing 
and product development.



U.S. E-commerce Market Share (2025)

Amazon Walmart Apple eBay Target All Others

Amazon holds about 38% of the U.S. e-commerce market4larger than the next several competitors combined. Walmart, 
Apple, eBay, and Target together make up roughly 15%, while all other retailers account for ~47%. This dominant position 
makes Amazon difficult to ignore for most brands seeking online sales volume.



Marketplace Fees vs. Customer Acquisition Cost

1

Marketplace Model
Pay fees per sale (typically 15% on Amazon) but tap into 

existing platform traffic. Additional costs may include 
advertising to stand out among competitors.

2

Break-Even Point
If customer acquisition cost for DTC exceeds 

marketplace fees for the same sale, marketplace may be 
more profitable for initial transactions.

3

DTC Model
Avoid marketplace fees but typically spend on marketing 

to acquire each customer. Higher upfront costs but 
potentially better long-term economics.

The profitability comparison often hinges on this key trade-off: marketplace fees versus customer acquisition costs. For first 
purchases, marketplaces may be more cost-effective, but for repeat customers, DTC often wins on margin since you only pay 
to acquire the customer once.



Profitability Factors: First Purchase vs. Lifetime 
Value

Brands with products that drive repeat purchases (consumables, subscriptions) can benefit enormously from a DTC model 
where they only pay to acquire the customer once, then reap recurring revenue without marketplace fees on subsequent 
orders.

Initial Purchase
Marketplace may be more cost-

effective due to existing traffic and 
lower acquisition costs

Repeat Purchases
DTC becomes more profitable as 
repeat customers require minimal 
remarketing costs

Customer Data
DTC provides valuable first-party 
data for personalization and targeting

Cross-Selling
DTC allows direct marketing of 

complementary products to existing 
customers



Control, Brand Building, and 
Customer Experience

Brand Storytelling
On a DTC site, a brand controls 
the entire customer journey4
from visual design to unboxing 
experience. This allows for 
creating a compelling brand 
story that can command 
premium pricing and foster 
loyalty.

Marketplace 
Commoditization
On marketplaces, the customer 
experience is largely controlled 
by the platform. While Amazon 
excels at convenience, the 
uniform experience can 
commoditize products, making 
them compete primarily on 
reviews and price.

Customer Service Control
DTC allows for personalized support, surprise gifts, or tailored offers. 
On Amazon, customer service is standardized, and any misstep can 
hurt your seller rating or even result in account suspension.



The Data Advantage of DTC

Rich Customer Insights
When selling DTC, brands accumulate 
valuable first-party data: who their 
customers are, what they bought, how 
often they return, and detailed 
demographics. This data is crucial for 
refining marketing and product 
development.

Marketplace Limitations
On marketplaces like Amazon, much of 
that data is opaque to the seller. 
Amazon does not typically share 
customer email addresses or detailed 
demographics with third-party sellers, 
limiting relationship-building 
opportunities.

Strategic Applications
Many brands choose DTC partly to own 
their customer data and build out CRM 
programs. This data ownership 
represents a long-term competitive 
advantage in an era when data-driven 
insights are key to innovation.



The Hybrid Strategy Advantage
Market Entry with Marketplaces
Launch on Amazon or other marketplaces to gain initial traction, validate product-market fit, and generate early cash flow 
with minimal marketing investment.

Build Brand Recognition
Use marketplace presence to establish credibility and awareness, potentially including brand information in packaging 
(within platform guidelines).

Develop DTC Channel
Invest marketplace earnings into building a direct channel with distinctive brand experience and exclusive offerings 
not available on marketplaces.

Balance Channel Strategy
Maintain marketplace presence for discovery while driving loyalty and repeat purchases through DTC, with 
consistent pricing across channels.



Case Studies: Marketplace vs. DTC Success

Anker rose to prominence via Amazon's marketplace with quality affordable electronics accessories, leveraging the platform 
for scale while building brand reputation. Glossier grew to a $1B+ valuation through DTC channels before eventually 
partnering with retailers like Sephora. Nike made a high-profile move to pull products from Amazon in 2019 to refocus on DTC, 
with direct sales growing to ~40% of revenue with higher margins than wholesale.



Profitability Outlook by Business Type
Business Type Best Channel Strategy Profitability Factors

Commodity Products Marketplace-focused High volume, efficient operations, 
competitive pricing

Differentiated Brands DTC-focused Premium pricing, loyal customers, 
repeat purchases

Consumables/Subscriptions DTC advantage Recurring revenue without repeated 
marketplace fees

New Market Entrants Marketplace first, then hybrid Initial validation and cash flow before 
DTC investment

Luxury/Premium Brands DTC or selective retail Brand control, experience, 
exclusivity, pricing power



The Blurring Lines of Retail 
Channels

DTC Brands Opening Physical Stores
Originally online-only brands like Warby Parker and Allbirds now 
operate brick-and-mortar locations to reduce digital marketing 
costs and leverage foot traffic.

Traditional Brands Going Direct
DTC sales now account for roughly "1 in 7 e-commerce dollars 
globally" as established manufacturers seek improved margins 
and direct customer relationships.

Social Commerce Integration
Platforms like Instagram Shops and TikTok Shop create new 
hybrid channels that combine social media engagement with 
direct purchasing capabilities.

Marketplace Accommodations
Amazon has introduced Brand Registry, enhanced Brand Stores, 
and better seller tools to address traditional brand concerns about 
marketplace selling.



Strategic Recommendations for Channel Selection

Analyze Unit Economics
Compare CAC vs. marketplace fees for your specific business

Consider Customer Lifetime Value
Factor in repeat purchase patterns and cross-selling potential

Assess Brand Differentiation
More unique products benefit from DTC brand storytelling

Evaluate Market Reach Needs
Marketplaces offer immediate access to millions of shoppers

Consider a Staged Approach
Start with marketplaces, then expand to DTC as you grow

The most profitable strategy depends on a brand's unique situation: its product type, customer base, and capabilities. The 
choice should be guided by a clear understanding of unit economics in each channel and how they align with long-term 
business goals.



Connecting the Trends: The E-commerce 
Ecosystem

Each trend we've explored is interconnected within the e-commerce ecosystem. Success requires understanding not just 
individual trends but how they interact to create both challenges and opportunities for online sellers.

Product Demand
Consumer preferences for health, 

sustainability, and convenience drive 
product category growth and niche 

opportunities.

AI & Automation
Technology enables personalization at 
scale and operational efficiency across 
the e-commerce value chain.

Marketing Evolution
Rising costs force innovation in 
customer acquisition and retention 
strategies, with emphasis on owned 
channels.

Channel Strategy
The balance between marketplaces and 
direct selling shapes brand positioning, 

margins, and customer relationships.



Key Success Factors for 
2025-2026

Consumer-Centric Innovation
Align product offerings with evolving consumer values and 
preferences, particularly in health, sustainability, and 
convenience.

AI-Powered Operations
Leverage artificial intelligence for personalization, 
efficiency, and competitive advantage across the business.

Marketing Efficiency
Focus on high-ROI channels and owned media to combat 
rising acquisition costs and build lasting customer 
relationships.

Channel Optimization
Develop a strategic mix of marketplace and direct selling 
that balances reach, control, and profitability.



Future Outlook: E-commerce in 2026 and Beyond
Consolidation & Fragmentation

Major platforms will likely continue 
growing larger (consolidation) while 
specialized DTC brands find loyal 
niche audiences worldwide 
(fragmentation).

This dual trend creates both 
challenges and opportunities for 
sellers depending on their size, 
category, and positioning strategy.

Technology Integration

AI, augmented reality, voice 
commerce, and other technologies 
will become more deeply embedded 
in the shopping experience, raising 
consumer expectations.

Brands that effectively implement 
these technologies to enhance 
convenience and personalization will 
gain competitive advantage.

Sustainability Imperative

Environmental concerns will 
increasingly influence purchasing 
decisions, with consumers expecting 
transparent practices and sustainable 
options.

This shift represents both a challenge 
for supply chains and an opportunity 
for brands to differentiate through 
authentic sustainability initiatives.



Conclusion: Navigating the Future of E-commerce

Scale & Specialization
E-commerce in 2025-2026 is 
defined by unprecedented scale 
(21% of all retail) while success 
paths become increasingly nuanced 
and specialized.

Customer-Centricity
Across all trends, success hinges 
on understanding and responding to 
evolving customer expectations for 
convenience, personalization, and 
values alignment.

Operational Excellence
The era of easy growth via cheap 
digital ads and untapped markets is 
fading. The next era will reward 
operational excellence through AI, 
smart channel diversification, and 
creative brand building.

The companies that thrive will be those that leverage the latest tools and trends to serve timeless consumer needs4
convenience, value, quality, and connection. By strategically navigating the trends outlined in this presentation, e-commerce 
stakeholders can drive sustainable growth and profitability in the years ahead.
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