EU regulators challenge Shein over fake discounts and misleading sales tactics
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The Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (CCPC), alongside partners in Belgium, France, and the Netherlands, along with the European Commission, has raised significant concerns regarding the practices of online retailer Shein. These concerns suggest that the company may be in violation of EU consumer laws. Central to the allegations are fake discounts, coercive selling techniques, and unclear information relating to consumer rights.
Key issues that have surfaced through investigations include the practice of displaying non-existent previous prices to create the illusion of discounts. Such tactics mislead consumers and contravene EU regulations designed to ensure pricing transparency. In addition, Shein is accused of employing psychological pressure tactics, notably through the use of artificial deadlines that push consumers towards hasty purchases. This practice has raised alarm bells among consumer protection agencies, as it undermines the principle of informed decision-making.
Moreover, other troubling practices have been identified, including the omission of vital information regarding return policies and refunds. Consumers have reported difficulties in accessing this essential information, which is not only misleading but also potentially detrimental in cases where items need to be returned. Concerns also extend to product labeling, where descriptions may imply certain features that, under EU law, are mandatory and thereby misleading if marketed as unique. Misleading claims about the sustainability of products further complicate the landscape, as Shein has been noted for unsubstantiated environmental assertions regarding its offerings.
In response to these findings, Shein has been given a month to propose how it will rectify these issues. Patrick Kenny, a member of the CCPC, emphasised the importance of consumer rights, stating, “Consumers should be allowed to shop without being put under pressure by fake deadlines or misled by fake discounts." He stressed the necessity for online retailers to provide clear contact details, return procedures, and refund policies.
Should Shein neglect to address these concerns adequately, the implications could be severe. National authorities may launch thorough investigations, leading to fines that could be substantial, calculated as a percentage of Shein's annual turnover across the EU. The European Commission has previously highlighted the need for compliance, following a warning issued earlier this year concerning the sale of unsafe products on Shein and rival platforms like Temu.
The urgency surrounding this situation is underscored by Shein's ongoing plans to expand its market presence, including a potential share listing in London aimed at a £50bn valuation. As scrutiny intensifies on low-cost, high-volume e-commerce platforms, the EU's regulatory approach is becoming increasingly rigorous. Current rules are poised to evolve, with proposals being discussed that could include new fees for low-value imports and adjusting duty-free thresholds, reflecting a broader objective to enforce higher standards in online retailing.
In light of these developments, Shein's response will be critical not just for its business model but also for its future relationship with consumers and regulatory bodies across Europe. The company has stated its intent to comply with regulations and rectify the identified issues, though the effectiveness of its proposed solutions will ultimately determine the trajectory of its operations within these markets.
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