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Introduction 

Crowdfunding is an alternative funding mechanism whereby innovators can access funding 

for their projects using a variety of “payback” options to investors – from traditional rewards 

such as equity, dividends and repayments with interest to non-monetary rewards such as 

physical or digital rewards. It has been defined by Schwienbacher and Larralde (2010) as an 

open call to the crowd to generate financial resources for particular purposes. The reward-

based model is of great interest as it gives the option of providing incentives to investors 

without using money (which is in short supply) or giving up equity – yet still being able to 

provide rewards which are of great interest to investors such as prototypes of games, a 

character in a game, early versions of products, or products at an exclusive discount (Islam 

and Phillips, 2020). Successful campaigns have found that the project needs to have an 

appealing product with a clear explanation by the founders and an attractive, informative web 

page, ideally with a video (Mollick, 2014). Attainable funding goals should be set (Forbes 

and Schaefer, 2017; Mollick 2014). A relatively short window of investment - some have 

suggested as low as two weeks which conveys that the founders are confident about 

achieving their goal (Koch and Cheng, 2016). Most funding is likely to come from the 



founder’s immediate network (Kupperswamy and Bayus 2018) but local investors who buy 

into the projects’ authentic origins can also be tapped (Olufolaji and Phillips, 2015), and it is 

also important to gain non-related investors by being prominently displayed on the 

crowdfunding platform to attract more casual browsers (Qiu 2013). There is also a 

“snowball” effect with investment, where significant early investment can encourage more 

investors and a project can become highly oversubscribed. The investors can be motivated by 

a range of factors (Herrero et al., 2020; Kuppuswamy and Bayus 2018) and project founders 

can realise several benefits from launching a crowdfunding campaign, including building a 

fan base, increasing awareness and gaining feedback (Belleflamme et al, 2014; Mollick, 

2014; Gerber and Hui, 2013). The negative aspects of crowdfunding concern Intellectual 

Property issues, information asymmetry (Zhao et al., 2017; Jia and Phillips, 2014) and the 

hard work involved (Lin and Phillips, 2017; Valanciene and Jegeleviciute, 2013). There are 

several options for start-up funding in China with the government becoming more positive 

towards entrepreneurship, including various government schemes and support infrastructure 

such as incubators (Chen and Phillips, 2016). Whilst there are over 200 crowdfunding sites in 

China (Chen and Wang, 2018), much crowdfunding is principally offered by the large 

corporate online retail platforms such as Alibaba that often use a reward-based model, with 

early discounts on products offered by project founders as the investor’s incentive (Huang et 

al. 2018). The aim of this project was to investigate the similarities and differences between 

reward-based campaigns carried out in the UK compared to China. 

Methodology 

For this exploratory study, it was decided that semi structured interviews would be the most 

suitable method of collecting data to allow founders to discuss their individual circumstances 

and to be able to ask follow up questions where necessary and understand more of the 

subtleties of the crowdfunding campaign and their experience. The eight projects interviewed 



were all design and technology products for consistency. All the UK projects were posted on 

the Kickstarter platform, whilst the Chinese projects were posted on the Taobao platform, 

except for (6) which was posted on Jingdong. 

Table 1: The projects interviewed for the study. 

Project Number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Country  UK UK UK UK China China China China 

Campaign launched 2020 2020 2019 2019 2020 2019 2020 2020 

Campaign (Days) 22 30 31 25 30 30 30 30 

Funding Target (£) 1000 2000 2500 10000 3300 11000 3300 1150 

Funding Raised (£) 5800 10900 2500 12650 34950 11100 69000 1170 

 

Results 

Table 2: Summary of similarities and differences between campaigns in UK and China. 

Factor British Chinese 

Reward 

Offered 

A variety of rewards can be 

offered, appealing to early 

adopters with early versions of 

products. 

Investors generally more risk averse so 

heavily discounted pre-order was the 

model generally used. 

The Product Needs to be novel to attract 

interest and with clear benefits 

to potential investors. 

Similarly, needs to be novel to attract 

interest and with clear benefits to 

potential investors. 

The Pitch 

Presentation 

Important to use pictures and 

videos rather than text and 

Similar to UK founders, but choice of 

colours was culturally important and 



clearly explain the benefits of 

the product to the investor. 

need to show that investors get a big 

discount on pre-ordering. 

Marketing by 

Founders 

Social Media such as 

Facebook and Instagram were 

generally used.  

Social Media such as WeChat to create 

initial investors (some social media sites 

are unavailable in China). More difficult 

than the UK as it’s not always possible 

to ask for funding on some sites. 

Marketing by 

Crowdfunding 

Site 

Mixed views, but clear that 

some investors browsed 

crowdfunding sites, so of 

benefit to be listed on the first 

page. Choose a high traffic, 

popular crowdfunding site to 

facilitate exposure. 

Very important to be a “Featured 

Choice” on the crowdfunding site – so 

project founders would hire click farmers 

to generate interest in their project which 

would elevate their project to higher up 

the rankings on the first page. 

Intellectual 

Property 

Balanced risk of copying with 

the need to gain funding. 

Focussed on delivering 

product as planned and brand 

building as protection. 

Did patent where possible but 

acknowledged it was weak protection - 

but need for funding overrides risk of 

being copied. 

Other 

Challenges 

Amount of time spent on the 

campaign, both marketing 

during the campaign and 

producing the rewards 

afterwards. 

Amount of time spent on the campaign, 

both marketing during the campaign and 

producing the rewards afterwards, 

especially as it is not possible to ask for 

funding on many social media sites. 

 



Conclusions 

For funding campaigns in the UK and China there were several “must haves” including 

uniqueness of the product offered, clear description of the product and outline of its benefits 

to the investor. Visual rather than text representation of the product was particularly 

important. For Chinese projects, the choice of colours used for the presentation was important 

as great meaning is attached to colours in Chinese culture. One of the most important factors 

for Chinese investors was a big pre-order discount compared to the general sale price. Prices 

in China also tended to be set based on the customer demographic (and their relative wealth) 

of those who normally buy from that particular site. Both founders in China and the UK 

suggested that the crowdfunding platform they would choose would be well known to the 

public – this brings an element of trustworthiness (filter out scams) but also more chance that 

potential investors will browse the platform for inspiration. Pitch duration was suggested as 

being 30 days which seems to optimise being short enough to suggest that the founders are 

confident, but long enough to gain momentum especially from investors who are not already 

known to the founder and their immediate social network. There are two elements to the 

networking which are important for project visibility. The reach of the founding team, 

especially via social media which can bring investment from friends and family, and 

marketing by the crowdfunding platform which brought investors not previously known to 

the founders. Social media in China mainly used WeChat, as some platforms such as 

Facebook and Instagram are banned, and also many social media sites do not allow 

fundraising so this presented a problem for these founders as it was difficult to connect with 

unrelated investors without posting on social media sites. This made it more important to 

enlist the crowdfunding platform to do more to help Chinese projects – to the extent they 

would hire click farmers to push the project up the rankings, so it would be displayed 

prominently by the crowdfunding platform which ended up attracting more genuine investors. 
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