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How Chinese Payment Methods are  
Bridging the Gap Between East and West

removing
barriers



There is no doubt about it - China has become a global economic powerhouse. According to the World 
Bank, it is the world’s third largest economy by nominal GDP, with year-on-year growth averaging 10% 
over the past decade.

This impressive economic growth has occurred alongside a massive nationwide shift towards digital 
payments. In 2017, nearly half of all digital payments worldwide came from China, and a substantial 
proportion of those were made via mobile devices.

China is a far more mature mobile ecosystem than Europe. A 2019 GSMA report declared the country 
to be the largest mobile market in the world, with almost 1.2 billion unique mobile subscribers – 
representing 82% of the country’s population. The same report found that 69% of mobile connections 
in China are via smartphone.

Mobile is integrated into just about every aspect of Chinese life. This has been propelled by mobile 
applications such as WeChat Pay, Alipay, and UnionPay QuickPass, which not only offer quick and easy 
mobile payments, but entire platforms through which users are able to socialise, shop, order food, buy 
tickets, hail cabs and much more.

Thanks to the hugely successful penetration of apps such as these, Chinese consumers are paying for 
just about everything via mobile. In fact, mobile payments have exploded in China in recent years, 
growing from RMB 120.3 trillion ($17.48tn) in trade volume in 2017 to 190.5 trillion ($27.68tn) in 2018, 
to RMB 86.62 trillion ($12.59tn) in the first quarter of 2019 alone.

The Chinese eConomy is

booming
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https://www.researchandmarkets.com/research/m357vt/china_fintech?w=12
https://www.gsma.com/r/mobileeconomy/china/
http://www.iresearchchina.com/content/details8_52495.html
http://www.iresearchchina.com/content/details8_34116.html
http://www.pbc.gov.cn/zhifujiesuansi/128525/128545/128643/3853065/index.html
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Buoyed by growing spending power and increasingly favourable visa policies, Chinese tourism overseas 
has also been growing steadily in recent years. Between 2000 and 2018, the number of overseas trips 
taken by Chinese tourists increased from 10.5 million to a massive 149.7 million, and 11% of Chinese 
tourists travelled to Europe in 2018, a 5.1% increase from 2017.

Even more staggering than the number of Chinese citizens making outbound trips is how much they’re 
spending while overseas. According to Nielsen, Chinese tourists spent on average $6,026 per person 
in 2018 while traveling; and during the Chinese New Year, 6.5 million Chinese tourists abroad spent 
an average of $1,500 per person - that’s around $9.75 billion spent in just one holiday!

As you would expect from an incredibly mature mobile consumer base, this spending is increasingly 
being carried out via mobile devices. In 2018, mobile payments by Chinese tourists overtook cash 
payments, with 32% of transactions being made via phones. Furthermore, nearly two thirds (65%) of 
Chinese tourists have used mobile payments while travelling overseas, with 60% using them while 
visiting Europe in particular. 

These numbers can largely be attributed to the growing availability of Alipay, WeChat Pay and UnionPay 
in popular tourist destinations. So it’s not surprising that the availability of these payment methods 
is growing. What’s more, Nielsen also reported that an astonishing 94% of Chinese tourists say they 
would use mobile payments more often, if more merchants supported them. 

 Chinese 
TourisTs  
are spending abroad

https://www.fool.com/investing/2019/07/08/tencent-sees-value-in-chinese-tourists.aspx?Cid=txCZt1
https://www.fool.com/investing/2019/07/08/tencent-sees-value-in-chinese-tourists.aspx?Cid=txCZt1
https://www.businessinsider.com/wechat-pay-identifies-european-expansion-2019-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/wechat-pay-identifies-european-expansion-2019-5
https://www.nielsen.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/outbound-chinese-tourism-and-consumption-trends.pdf
https://www.nielsen.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/outbound-chinese-tourism-and-consumption-trends.pdf
https://dailyfintech.com/2018/03/02/alipay-and-wechat-follow-tourists-for-global-expansion/
https://dailyfintech.com/2018/03/02/alipay-and-wechat-follow-tourists-for-global-expansion/
https://www.nielsen.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/outbound-chinese-tourism-and-consumption-trends.pdf
https://www.nielsen.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/outbound-chinese-tourism-and-consumption-trends.pdf


alTernaTive paymenT 

meThods
presenT a luCraTive 
opporTuniTy for europe

These trends of increased use of mobile payments and 
increased tourism from China combine to create a potentially 
highly-lucrative opportunity for European merchants: 
Chinese consumers are flocking to Europe, they want 
to spend a lot of money there, and they want to make 
payments using the mobile platforms they use every day. 
But they have to be given the option to do so. 

Offering payment methods such as Alipay, WeChat Pay 
and UnionPay QuickPass will allow European merchants to 
unlock this lucrative market. However, to make the most of 
this opportunity, merchants would do well to understand 
the three main alternative payment methods in China, their 
similarities and their differences.
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AlIPAY
Launched in 2004, the Alipay payment platform was originally created to be used for the Alibaba 
eCommerce site. Today, Alipay operates with more than 65 financial institutions, including Visa and 
Mastercard, to provide payment services for more than 460,000 online and local Chinese businesses. 
Having captured 54.26% of the third-party payment market in mainland China, Alipay is the world’s 
largest online payment platform. 

To start using Alipay, the user needs to download the Alipay Wallet app onto their smartphone device 
and open an account. Alipay is not only a complete payment platform, offering services similar to a 
bank, even with its own consumer credit product, called Huabei, but also a digital lifestyle platform, 
serving over 1 billion users globally with their partners. 

To make in-store payments, the merchant can either present a QR code which the customer can scan 
with their smartphone camera through the Alipay app, or the customer can use their phone to create an 
automatically generated QR code via the Alipay app, which the merchant can scan to collect payment.

Alipay users can link their app to their Chinese bank accounts, as well as to Visa and Mastercard. While 
the customer’s bank account is connected to the app, the seller doesn’t have to connect their bank 
account, but rather uses a payment gateway to connect to Alipay. The money is transferred from the 
consumer via the app to Alipay, from there the money is transferred to an acquirer and the acquirer 
then settles the funds with the merchant. 

These payments can be carried out in almost every physical environment - shops, restaurants, cinemas, 
taxis, public transport, and more.  Since 2008, Alipay has also allowed users to pay for public services 
in over 300 Chinese cities, including utilities, tuition fees, traffic fines, property fees, and cable 
television fees. Alipay enables online checkout on most Chinese-based websites, such as Taobao and 
Tmall, and it can also be integrated into websites outside of China. Additionally, the app is integrated 
into a social media platform, where users can subscribe to brand accounts and buy products instantly 
through these accounts. 

Alipay provides a wide range of additional features, such as credit card bill payment, insurance, bank 
account management, P2P transfer, prepaid mobile phone top-up, bus and train ticket purchase, food 
delivery order, ride hailing, insurance selection, digital identification and document storage.



WECHAT PAY
launched in 2011, WeChat is a social media and instant messaging app developed and owned by 
Tencent. The internet-based technology company launched WeChat Pay, the platform’s digital wallet 
service, in 2013. While it is a newer platform than Alipay, because WeChat Pay connected to WeChat’s 
user base of over one billion monthly active users, it quickly built a significant market share for itself; 
by 2018, WeChat Pay had captured 38.9% of China’s mobile payment market.

The average person in China spends over an hour on WeChat per day. One of WeChat’s key offerings 
is mini-programs – simple, user-friendly branded apps that offer food deliveries, shopping, ride hailing, 
insurance services, online games and more, all within the WeChat platform. Since launching mini-
programs in 2017, WeChat has hosted more than three million mini-programs, and by mid-2018 it was 
expected to reach over 400 million daily users.

To access WeChat Pay, the user needs to download the WeChat app onto their smartphone device 
and register an account. Upon registration, the user automatically receives a payment account. Users 
who have linked their app to their bank account may use the app to pay bills, order goods and services, 
transfer funds to other users, and make in-store purchases. 

Similar to Alipay, WeChat Pay users can make payments in-store by scanning a merchant QR code via 
the WeChat app or generating a QR code through the app to be scanned by the merchant’s scanner. 
The seller does not need to connect their bank account to the app, but rather, uses a payment gateway 
to connect to WeChat Pay. The money is transferred from the consumer via the app to WeChat Pay, 
from there it is transferred to an acquirer and the acquirer then settles the funds with the merchant.  

As well as being used to make payments, WeChat Pay is commonly used to transfer money to individuals 
using the Ang Pau (Red Envelope) service, whereby users send monetary gifts to friends and family 
with a WeChat account. This social payment integration is one of the most frequently used features 
of the platform.
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https://finance.yahoo.com/news/china-unionpay-defeat-alibaba-alipay-174300961.html
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/25851/wechat-mini-programs-sources-2018/
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/25851/wechat-mini-programs-sources-2018/


UnIOnPAy QUICkPASS
China UnionPay was founded in 2002 under a charter from the People’s Bank of China, and as such 
plays a dominant role in domestic card payments. UnionPay has over 6 billion cards issued in China, 
making it the world’s largest card scheme. UnionPay QuickPass is the unified mobile payments platform 
of China’s banking industry, launched by UnionPay together with commercial banks and payment 
services providers in China. 

UnionPay QuickPass users can make mobile payments, make debit card payments, pay their utility 
bills, buy wealth management products, and more, all using UnionPay QuickPass.

As with the other payment methods previously discussed, users can make an in-store payment by 
scanning a merchant QR code on a mobile device or by generating a QR code via the app, to be scanned 
by the merchant’s scanner. The app transfers the money from the customer to the seller. UnionPay 
QR code payment is accepted at over 10.5 million merchants in mainland China and is available in 29 
countries and regions outside mainland China.

UnionPay QuickPass also offers tap-and-go payment services that make use of near-field communication 
(nFC) facilities of point-of-sale (POS) terminals. More than 16 million POS terminals in China accept 
UnionPay QuickPass mobile payments, including on public transportation systems such as buses, subways 
and high-speed trains, as well as restaurants, hotels, retail outlets, supermarkets, and convenience stores.

UnionPay International (UPI) is a subsidiary of China UnionPay, focused on the growth and support 
of UnionPay’s global business. In partnership with more than 2,000 institutions worldwide, UPI has 
enabled card acceptance in 174 countries and regions with issuance in 52 countries and regions. As 
a result, the number of QuickPass-accepting POS machines has reached approximately 2.8 million 
across 37 countries and regions, including popular tourist destinations like Japan, Russia, Australia 
and Singapore.
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https://www.ft.com/content/c88f36e0-83c2-11e9-9935-ad75bb96c849


We might think we’re glued to our phones in Europe, but it really doesn’t compare to China. The extent 
to which mobile is integrated into everyday Chinese life goes beyond what Europeans recognize. Having 
a clear understanding of the extent to which apps like Alipay, WeChat Pay and UnionPay QuickPass 
dominate the lives of Chinese consumers is key to the European merchant’s ability to capitalise on 
the Chinese market. These are not merely payment methods; they are lifestyle ecosystems through 
which virtually every aspect of consumer life can be carried out – shopping, eating, leisure activities, 
personal finance, transport, education, and more.

mobile paymenTs have 
beCome a lifesTyle 

eCosysTem

To give an illustration, let’s consider how often Jade, a young Chinese woman living in Shanghai,  
uses these apps during the day and how much she is able to accomplish with them (rather than needing her 
wallet or cash):
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07:30     Jade’s alarm goes off. She gets ready and then orders a taxi via her phone. Payment is 
taken automatically from the app.

08:20     On the taxi journey to the office, Jade checks her emails and then plays an online game on 
the app. She pays for some extra lives for her game - payment is automatically taken from her account.

08:50     The taxi drops Jade off just outside her office. She buys a pastry from a vendor on the 
street corner, scanning the vendor’s QR code on her phone to pay.
 
10:05     A work colleague has bought a team gift on behalf of everyone. Jade uses her phone to 
quickly send him the money to cover her share.

13:05     At lunch time, Jade and her colleagues want to order takeaway. She searches through food 
recommendations on her phone, places an order and pays for it, all through the app. The                     
app even gives her the option of splitting the bill with her colleagues. 

15:10     Jade browses the clothing selection on Taobao. She orders a dress and pays using her 
mobile payment service; with one tap, payment is taken from her account.

17:35     After work, Jade is invited to dinner with some colleagues. She looks for recommendations 
close to her location, reads reviews and chooses the restaurant to go to…. all through the app.

18:05     Jade arrives with her colleagues at the restaurant. She scans the QR code in the centre 
of the table, the menu appears on her app, and she orders her meal through the phone. After dinner, 
she pays for her food via the app.

19:30     Jade receives a message from a friend, inviting her a movie. She looks up the closest cinema 
on her phone, books the tickets and pays with one click. When she arrives at the cinema, she collects 
her tickets by scanning a QR code on her phone at the ticketing machine.
 
22:10     Jade hails a taxi home through the app. In the taxi, she remembers she doesn’t have any 
toothpaste, so she uses her app to find a delivery service. She orders and pays through the app, and 
the toothpaste is delivered to her door.

23:00     At home, with her teeth brushed, Jade browses her social media feed and connects with 
friends before bed.

As you can see, these apps reach into almost every area of the consumer’s life - that’s what we mean 
by a lifestyle ecosystem!
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     Store information, including push notifications to subscribers

     Product or services list, including featured items and the ability to purchase

     images of products and the store environment

     Physical store address, to enable the user to navigate to the store using their mobile device

       Digital membership cards, so customers can earn loyalty points through the app without needing   

        a physical card 

     ability to take payment using the in-built payment method of the respective platform

AliPAy, WeChAt PAy AnD 
unionpay QuiCkpass  
serve as 

markeTing
Channels

The Alipay, WeChat and UnionPay ecosystems offer merchants from anywhere in the world the 
ability to sell directly to Chinese consumers, both at home and abroad. The apps allow merchants 
to set up a branded presence on their platform through official retailer accounts, giving them access 
to the following features:



11

Through official accounts on these platforms, merchants can market promotions, coupons and discounts 
to Chinese consumers, including location-based offers. Marketing campaigns can target customers 
based on specific demographic parameters – i.e. gender, age, occupation, and other characteristics. 
Users will then be able to see the offers while browsing the app on their mobile device.

For European merchants, these promotions may be used to attract customers to an online store, to 
make cross-border sales. But merchants could also target promotional offers to Chinese tourists abroad, 
to attract them to the physical store location, using push notifications to draw attention to the deal.

For example, while looking on the app in London, the user could receive a promotion for 20% off 
perfume at Selfridges if they pay using the app’s mobile payment method. The app will direct the 
user to the department store’s location and offer the option of making the purchase via mobile. This 
way, not only does the merchant get that perfume sale, they also have the chance to upsell additional 
products, once the consumer enters the store. 

What’s more, merchants get access to detailed reporting and analytics on marketing campaign 
performance, including impressions, click-throughs, number of coupons issued and redeemed, as well 
as data such as transaction time, amount and type. In fact, these apps can help merchants even if they 
don’t accept these payment methods, driving traffic to their stores via location-based advertisements, 
although it goes without saying that stores carrying the customer’s preferred payment methods are 
much more likely to convert customers than those that do not.

Now that they have the ability to access Chinese consumers, European merchants should start 
strategising about how to create a compelling presence on these platforms. 
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people are Travelling 
Through The mobile 

paymenTs
eCosysTem
The fact that Chinese consumers still use the apps just as much when they travel abroad is key to the 
opportunity that Alipay, WeChat Pay and UnionPay QuickPass present to European merchants. In 
fact, each of the three platforms has made a concerted effort to be an invaluable resource to Chinese 
tourists when they are far away from home. 

Even before a Chinese tourist sets foot in a foreign country, these apps have been a part of their 
journey; they can be used to apply for visas, as well as to book holidays, flights, car service and hotels. 
Then, once they arrive at their destination, the lifestyle ecosystem follows them there, especially with 
the help of location services; Chinese tourists can access information about and book tickets for local 
attractions, receive restaurant recommendations, locate the best shops, call for taxis and use public 
transportation – and all in their native language. Some of the apps even offer translation services to 
help tourists converse with locals.  

Of course, throughout all of this, the Chinese tourist can and will prefer to pay for everything using the 
in-built mobile payments method of each app. As an added bonus, these apps facilitate VAT refunds in 
most European countries, meaning there’s no need for Chinese tourists to queue for hours at airport 
counters to get their money back. 

It’s clear that these apps give European merchants access to a captive audience, and one that has 
money to spend. Nielsen expects that Chinese tourists will spend $6,706 per head in 2019 (up by 
more than 10% from $6,026 in 2018), and this is likely to rise even further. What’s more, the China 
Outbound Research Institute predicts that the number of Chinese tourists abroad will grow beyond 
200 million annually in the next five years. European merchants who underestimate the value of this 
market and the importance of giving this demographic convenient and recognisable means to engage 
and pay, stand to lose an enormous amount of potential business.

https://www.nielsen.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/outbound-chinese-tourism-and-consumption-trends.pdf
https://www.scmp.com/business/companies/article/2132926/get-ready-huge-chinese-tourism-boom
https://www.scmp.com/business/companies/article/2132926/get-ready-huge-chinese-tourism-boom
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removing barriers is key 
To reaChing more Chinese 

Consumers 
Along with the huge growth seen in the Chinese economy and the large number of Chinese tourists 
travelling abroad and spending money via their phones, mobile technology is another factor that 
will impact on this opportunity for engaging with Chinese consumers. According to GSMA, by 2025, 
88% of Chinese mobile connections will come from smartphones, with adoption of 4G by 72% of the 
Chinese mobile market. The rise of 5G, and the lightning-fast speeds it promises, will pave the way 
for even greater opportunity, as GSMA expects there to be 460 million 5G connections in China by 
2025, accounting for 28% of the mobile market. 

The lightning-fast speeds promised by 5G will serve to make mobile an even bigger part of Chinese 
consumer life, both at home and away, as it further drives the popularity of platforms such as Alipay, 
WeChat Pay and UnionPay QuickPass. 

Offering these payment methods online and instore, and using these platforms as powerful marketing 
channels for attracting Chinese customers and build loyalty, will put you in a great position to grow 
sales with Chinese customers – both domestically and cross-border.

Chinese consumers do not leave these digital ecosystems even when they travel abroad, so using them 
to offer discounts and promotions is a potentially lucrative opportunity. The top priority for merchants 
now is to implement these payment methods and develop a strategy for using them. Doing so will help 
remove barriers and help enable merchants reach more Chinese consumers. 

https://www.gsma.com/r/mobileeconomy/china/


ConTaCT our paymenTs experTs To  

 learn
 more
groW@CreDorAx.Com | WWW.CreDorAx.Com

At Credorax, not only are we one of the first smart payments providers with the ability to process all 
three major Chinese payment methods - Alipay, WeChat and UnionPay QuickPass – but we also have 
dedicated teams in Europe and China who can assist merchants looking to reach Chinese customers, 
both domestically and internationally. And we’re happy to help.
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Kelly yUAn,
General Manager, Credorax Greater China & South East Asia   

Joined Credorax in 2013, kelly yuan built Credorax team in Greater China. kelly is responsible for 
overall management and oversees day-to-day operation of Credorax in Greater China and business 
development in Southeast Asia countries. Kelly also assists the investment of company level in 
Asian countries. 
Before joining Credorax, kelly worked in the investment banking & consulting area. Her expertise 
is cross-border transactions. kelly provided the consulting and investment service for more than 30 
international fintech and TMT companies regarding to M&A, investment and business entry  
to China & Asia market.  
kelly obtained master’s degree in Finance and Investment from University of London and bachelor’s 
degree in International Business from ShanDong University. She is attending EMBA program with 
Cheung kong Graduate School of Business since 2018. 



Credorax is a smart payments provider and fully licensed bank providing cross-border processing for 
eCommerce and omni-channel payments. Our gateway technology, Source™, has been developed 
in-house to provide a streamlined payments experience so smart and secure, that merchants can 
reach their full business potential simply by better managing their payments. Credorax merchants can 
accept more than a hundred cards and local payment methods and get paid in their currency of choice. 
Our merchants also enjoy best-in-class approval rate optimisation, advanced anti-fraud protection, 
business intelligence and a host of other value-added services and products adding up to a payments 
experience unlike any other. 

To learn more, contact us at  grow@credorax.com or visit www.credorax.com. 


