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*Any translations included in this essay were done by the author unless otherwise stated.
*In the footnote based referencing in this essay DA stands for Date Accessed. 
Introduction
When I first moved to China one of the most striking differences to life was how everybody could simply live and operate their entire lives through their smartphones. If you wanted some food you could order it on your phone, if you took public transport you could use your phone to scan a digital ticket, even if you wanted to take a leisurely evening cycle around town you could do it quickly and easily on your phone, and you could pay for it all with mobile payment services such as Alipay and WeChat Pay. 
When I leave my house in England for a normal day out, I need to take many things with me. I need my Debit Card, my Oyster Card, my Nectar Card, my house keys and some cash. When I left my flat in Wuxi literally all I needed was my mobile phone. I could even unlock my door with it. This has been termed “Wallet-Free living” and is now incredibly widespread across mainland China.
Mobile payment is the key for most of these processes. Of course, we do have this type of technology in the west, but it isn't widely used mainly because it isn't accepted by every store or vendor. If I wanted to use Apple Pay perhaps at a chain store I could but if I then went to an independent grocery shop, I would almost certainly not be able to use it. This is not the case in China as essentially every single store, chain, online retailer or vendor on the street accepts payment by the two main mobile payment services. 
In this essay I'm going to discuss the positives and negatives of this modern payment transformation and examine if this way forward will be adopted by the rest of the world in the coming years. 

Positives
Convenience and Speed
Paying for goods and services with mobile payment is unbelievable easy. Gone are the days of counting your pennies and holding up the queue. This is because paying with mobile payment simply requires the scanning of either your own personal barcode or the scanning of the vendors unique QR code and entering the amount you need to pay. 
QR payment was developed in 2011 by Alipay[footnoteRef:10058] and spread like wildfire all across China. Originally invented for the use of tracking vehicles during manufacturing at Japanese car making companies[footnoteRef:30592]  in the mid 90’s QR codes had been rapidly spreading for a while but it was only once this payment option was developed that it really took off. [image: ] [10058:  https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/docs/default-source/case-studies/a-hangzhou-story.pdf?sfvrsn=2bb6690a_2 DA 29/01/21 Lee Kuan Yew, National University of Singapore. Page 3.]  [30592:  https://www.nippon.com/en/news/fnn20191214001/the-little-known-story-of-the-birth-of-the-qr-code.html DA 29/01/21 ] 

Thanks to QR code scanning a large majority of transactions can take place almost instantly, it saves time for the customer and the vendor while also preserving a record of the transaction digitally that can be used if any problems occur and for record keeping/tax purposes.  
Omnipresent
Having just one of either an Alipay or WeChat Pay account gives you access to essentially every single store or vendor in the country. From luxury brands all the way down to street food, they all accept this type of mobile payment. Having just one or two major payment services isn't great for free market competition, but it works out great for consumers who don’t need to have multiple accounts spanning different apps. A 2018 survey showed that 92% of people use these two mobile payment apps as their main means of payment[footnoteRef:15371] and I'm sure that this number would have only reason in the three years since then.  [15371:  https://daxueconsulting.com/payment-methods-in-china/ DA 30/01/21] 

No transaction/hidden fees
One of the underrated aspects of mobile payment in China is that there are no fees for using the system. Westerners are often pretty sceptical of banks or other financial institutions because there are usually some hidden traps in the fine print or fees attached to basic actions. When using the main two mobile payments you simply pay for what you buy. There is no fee for having an empty account and there is no fee for a long period of inactivity. Chinese citizens can even take out 0% interest small, short terms loans on Alipay to help tide them over until payday.
Integration with other apps and services
You can pay for almost anything using mobile payment nowadays. It isn't just restricted to buying stuff from stores, Alipay and Wechat Pay are both integrated into the services of other apps. A well-known example would be the ride-hailing app Didi, you can order a cab and then pay for it using your mobile phone, you don’t even have to enter anything, your phone will automatically pay when your journey is concluded. Bike sharing apps also exploded in popularity in early 2017 and all of those apps used mobile payment and QR code scanning to activate bikes. Alipay and WeChat also integrate a lot of those 3rd party services into their own app so you don’t even need to download other apps onto your phone you can do it all centrally from the hubs of the main two payment apps. 
In this screenshot taken from the Chinese language version of Alipay you can see how much integration with other services Alipay offers, everything from banking to food delivery even booking a doctor's appointment or bidding on property auctions can be done via one App. You could live in modern-day China with essentially just this one app on your smartphone and never have to worry about not being able to do something.              Alipay also works as a messaging app, you can chat with your friends or message businesses directly in the app.[image: ]
Peer to Peer transfers
I cannot possibly count how many times I’ve sent money to friends on Alipay or WeChat for one thing or another. Being able to quickly send contacts small amounts of money is incredibly convenient for day-to-day life. You could be busy in the office and a colleague might ask if you want anything from the shop, you can just quickly send them 10RMB and ask for them to buy you a milkshake. If I'm at Heathrow Airport a friend might ask me to get them something at the duty free and even though I’m in England they can send me the money for it instantly. This kind of no fee p2p transfer service changes the way you live your day to day life and it cannot be understated how useful it is and how desperately we need something widespread like this in the west.  

Negatives
Spending too easily
This might seem a bit silly but it’s a real phenomenon, when you remove the physical action of handing over cash or even a credit card it can be very easy to lose track of how much money you are spending.[footnoteRef:13773]  When buying things becomes almost instant and just occurs at the press of a button, money loses its psychological power and becomes easier to spend.  [13773:  https://independentbanker.org/2018/12/what-do-digital-payments-do-to-our-brains/ DA 30/01/21] 

Problems for Elderly/Disabled citizens
Last November a debate was triggered on Chinese social media when an Elderly woman in Hubei province went to pay for her medical insurance with cash and was rejected.[footnoteRef:22763] A clip of her trying to pay went viral on social media site Weibo and had people discussing about the concept of a “digital divide” that can hinder the elderly in modern society.  [22763:  https://s.weibo.com/weibo?q=%23%E8%80%81%E4%BA%BA%E5%86%92%E9%9B%A8%E7%94%A8%E7%8E%B0%E9%87%91%E4%BA%A4%E5%8C%BB%E4%BF%9D%E8%A2%AB%E6%8B%92%23 DA 31/01/21 Link in Chinese.] 

The online backlash highlighted a growing amount of companies and even public entities that had begun to refuse cash payments and instead only accept digital mobile payment, in some cases not even accepting credit/debit cards. Shortly afterwards in December The Peoples Bank of China issued new guidelines[footnoteRef:9322] with the aim to “maintain order in the circulation of the yuan and protect the rights of the public to use cash,” it also added that no discriminatory measures should be taken to exclude cash payments from customers. Stricter monitoring of businesses that restricted cash payments came along with these guidelines and in the 4th quarter of 2020 15 private companies were fined by the PBOC in relation to restricting cash payments. [footnoteRef:11772] [9322:  http://www.pbc.gov.cn/goutongjiaoliu/113456/113469/4144232/index.html Government issued guidelines DA 01/02/31 Link in Chinese]  [11772:  http://www.pbc.gov.cn/goutongjiaoliu/113456/113469/4166759/index.html DA 01/02/21 Link in Chinese
] 

With an increasing reliance on technology in our daily lives, the elderly can often be left behind and situations like this can arise. It's not just elderly citizens that this affects though, citizens that are disabled can also struggle. If you struggle from very poor eyesight or are blind you are unable to easily use mobile technology and can struggle to adapt if society moves too quickly in that direction. Illiterate citizens are also unlikely to be able to effectively use mobile payments as language involved in financial services is often difficult and not used in daily life. Poorer citizens without access to banking services can also be left behind as these mobile payment systems typically require a debit/credit card to create an account and of course do require a fairly modern smartphone to use. 
Problems for tourists
With this type of payment largely limited to the far east, most tourists don’t have experience with these mobile payment systems. Typically, tourists would pick up some cash for the country they are visiting at a Bureau de change and that would be all they need for their trip but that is not the case in China these days. They would be met with QR codes at every turn and would often end up unable to pay or so confused they wouldn’t even try to buy anything. Tourists also have very limited access to this system even if they are aware of it. Setting up a WeChat pay account requires a Chinese debit/credit card, Alipay does have a “passport” feature which allows foreign bank transfers but it is not an easy process and can take time, some foreign banks will even reject the transaction if the card holder as not informed the bank that they are travelling to China. Because this is also a relatively new phenomenon even tourists who have visited China previously may not be aware of such a dramatic change in the financial system. 
This can be a problem for a large range of people not just older tourists. Young people who are travelling solo will likely be caught out. At China’s most famous tourist spot The Great Wall some toilets require you to pay for toilet paper by scanning a QR code on the machine, imagine the frustration that this situation would create if you are a non-Chinese speaking foreigner who just ate a spicy lunch. Exchange students will often be met with simple challenges where they need to ask for assistance because they don’t have Alipay or WeChat pay, a WSJ article highlights the story of a young university transfer student from the USA who had to ask for help every single time she did her laundry because the washing machines wouldn’t accept cash, the student said “We felt like little kids who couldn't do anything by ourselves”. [footnoteRef:5466] [5466:  https://www.wsj.com/articles/welcome-to-china-you-probably-cant-buy-anything-though-11573415753 DA 01/02/21] 

Phone safety
This new lifestyle of “Wallet free living” can be very empowering but it does mean one thing, losing your phone becomes incredibly impactful and can essentially put your life on hold for a long period. Thankfully I never lost my phone while in China but I do know people who have done, both foreigners and locals, and it can be extremely frustrating and dangerous. Because of how both WeChat pay and Alipay work, small transactions can be used without a passcode or fingerprint approval, this means that a thief could spend the balance of your accounts and even your attached debit/credit cards in quite a small amount of time. Just like anywhere in the world pickpockets are very active in China and because of mobile payments, smartphones have become an even bigger target for the criminals. 
This is especially impactful for foreigners because contacting banks/apps to close or freeze accounts is nearly impossible if you don’t speak fluent Chinese and losing your phone number/sim card means that you can be locked out of those accounts if you do purchase a new device. 

Foreign adoption?
I think we all know that western governments will never permit Chinese run payment services to enter their domestic markets, their citizens data and money is too valuable and they know that. This is even more obvious now as India has permanently banned WeChat[footnoteRef:12196] and the USA has blocked transactions from both WeChat and Alipay aswell as multiple other Chinese owned apps.[footnoteRef:15610]   [12196:  https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/south-asia/article/3119227/india-makes-ban-tiktok-wechat-57-other-chinese-apps-permanent DA 01/02/21]  [15610:  https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/US-China-tensions/US-expands-ban-on-Chinese-apps-to-include-WeChat-Pay-and-Alipay DA 01/02/21] 

Personally I believe that Cash is on its last legs and we will see an increase in contactless payment aswell as mobile payment in the west but that we will never have a truly global integrated system that allows users all over the world to transfer money freely in multiple currencies. 
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