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China’s ‘digital miracle’ continues
Editor’s note: The sixth World Internet Conference opened on Sunday in the river town of Wuzhen in East China’s Zhejiang province. China Daily asked senior executives from major institutions and companies from home and
abroad to share their thoughts on the future development of the internet, covering topics such as digitalization, artificial intelligence and 5G.

Q1: What most interests you about China’s
internet? What impresses/attracts you most in
terms of China’s internet?

Q2: What do you think is the global status of
Chinese internet companies? In which field do
Chinese companies impress you most?
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China’s internet growth
and penetration is
astonishing. According
to the latest figures, internet pene
tration in urban areas rose from 71
to 74.6 percent in 2019 compared to
the previous year. Those aged 10 to
39 years old represent 67.8 percent
of all internet users in China.
What is even more intriguing is
that 98.6 percent of all internet
users access the internet through
mobile devices. These numbers are
nowhere else to be seen world
wide, and it gets even more
impressive if you consider that
China has more internet users

than the US, Canada and Europe
altogether.

To me the most
intriguing part of Chi
na’s internet has been its
quickerthanexpected growth built
on continued innovative input for
decades, as well as tremendous
business opportunities for interna
tional cooperation following China’s
internet boom. China has created a
“digital miracle” since it officially
joined the internet in 1994. Its
online users have outnumbered oth
er countries since 2008. By June
2019, China’s internet availability
rate hit 61.2 percent while its neti
zens reached 854 million, more than
the United States, Japan, Germany,
the United Kingdom, France and
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Italy combined. China’s vast digital
market is already appealing. What is
more, China’s homegrown internet
companies are embarking on inter
national journeys for global expan
sion, which will prompt giant
business opportunities for Europe
and other continents.

The Chinese internet is
quite unique: it is
mobile, due to the perva
sive use of mobile phones in China;
it is permanent and allmighty, as
many platform apps are retaining
their users permanently by provid
ing a broad array of services; and it
is omnichannel thanks to developed
onlinetooffline (O2O) connectivity,
which means some offline retail
benefits from online delivery or ser
vice points, or windows to ecom
merce.
China had 829 million internet
users by the end of 2018, which is
more than the total population of
Europe, around 740 million. The
huge user base has provided tre
mendous opportunities for internet
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companies. Another unique oppor
tunity is the penetration in rural
areas: 38 percent in 2018, while the
average in China is 60 percent.

The thing that I am most
interested in regarding
China’s internet is its
penetration across the country. Chi
na has built a vast telecommunica
tions infrastructure that makes it
easy for anyone, whether it is in the
bucolic countryside or China’s most
metropolitan city, to have access to
the services we all now take for
granted. China is already the largest
mobilebased lifestyle country in
the world. If you have a mobile
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phone in today’s China, you have
opportunities.

The first thing is the
amazing speed of Chi
na’s internet develop
ment. In the past 25 years, China’s
internet industry, like adolescent
children, developed rapidly, with
vitality. It started from zero, accel
erated all the way, expanded rap
idly, and updated constantly. The
competition has been fierce.
Constantly emerging technolo
gies, new enterprises and new
applications came out one after
another, and the competitive
landscape is changing rapidly.
There has never been an industry
in the world like the Chinese inter
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net that has developed so fast.
The second thing is the aston
ishing power of the Chinese inter
net. In just 25 years, it has
changed the world, in terms of all
aspects of food, clothing and hous
ing. Without the internet, life
would be unimaginably difficult.
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Last, China’s population scale is
impressive, which in my opinion, is
the major reason for the country’s
rapid internet development. The
primary reason for the rapid devel
opment of innovative technologies,
such as big data and artificial intel
ligence, is that numerous consum
ers are experiencing products and
offering feedback. They created
possibilities for the scale develop
ment and rapid iteration of internet
enterprises.

First, it is developing
really fast, thanks to the
Chinese people’s capa
bility to accept new things, enter
prises’ rapid development, as well as
the government’s high work effi
ciency. Besides, the iteration of the
internet companies themselves is
also fast. They are responding very
quickly to customer demands.
Secondly, it has strong penetra
tion. You can hardly find any other
country whose residents are all
using mobile payments, nor can you
find another country that brings
most of the daily services online.
This has inseparable relations with
the public’s acceptability, market
openness and government support.
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The global digital land
scape nowadays is
shaped by the US and
Chinese companies. Looking at
Boston Consulting Group’s latest list
of the most influential internet
based companies this year, 11 of the
top 20 are from the US; the remain
der are based in China.
This alone says a lot about the
power that Chinese internetbased
companies hold in the modern digi
tal ecosystem. Alibaba and Tencent
are perhaps the best known globally,
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The prevailing list of
global top internet
companies by market
value has made it plain. China has
caught up and become a power
house of internet companies with
Alibaba, Tencent and Baidu among
the top 10 internet companies glo
bally. In 2018, 56 Chinese TMT
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In 2018, Chinese inter
net companies have
taken one third of the
positions in the top 30 internet com
panies by market value. Yet they
remain relatively domestic, or driv
en primarily by their domestic client
base. The whole world recognizes
and envies Alibaba, Didi, JD and
Meituan, but there is a long way to
go before these companies are uni
versally recognized for their global
market share, the adoption of their
technology or their business models.
In more difficult times, technolo
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Chinese internet com
panies are more global
than ever before. Near
ly all the major Chinese internet
companies have a presence
throughout the world and new
startups no matter where they’re
based look to China for innovation.
What’s most interesting is the
changing dynamics of tech compa
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China’s internet com
panies are an impor
tant
international
pole and are leading the way in
many applications. Specifically, in
terms of improving the conve
nience of daily life, Chinese inter
net companies have a lot of
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Chinese internet com
panies are powering
ahead, but there can be
no slackening.
The development of China’s inter

Q3: What are your most used apps or software
from Chinese internet companies?

but we will see many more Chinese
powerhouse names becoming
known worldwide as their global
presence expands, and Bytedance is
one of the best examples.
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When it comes to Chi
nese apps on my
phone, I have a few that
I like to use when visiting China.
There is no way to do business with
China without WeChat. It is
impressive how an app like Didi is
seamlessly integrated with WeChat
and makes travel in China so easy.
I’ve also downloaded TikTok, out
of curiosity, since I always try to be
(technology, media and telecommu
nications) companies went public
with a total combined market capi
talization of $222 billion as of June
10. China has a fleet of tech giants
and a flood of startups that set up an
internet ecosystem providing a
whole package of digital experience
to Chinese users. China as well
keeps a competitive edge on the
global level on 5G, AI and big data.
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A couple of Chinese
apps are in the palm of
my hand: WeChat,
Ctrip, Alipay and Didi. WeChat is a
must for work and for communica
tion with our Chinese partners and
gy and business model ingenuity
will definitely be assets for the Chi
nese internet giants to become glob
al
giants,
either
through
acquisitions of assets, or via organic
development based on superior
models and services. For example,
TikTok, a rising star in social media,
is available in 155 countries and
regions as of 2019. And it took the
top position in terms of downloads
in Apple’s app store in the first quar
ter of 2019.
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Like all Chinese, I
spend my days on
WeChat for both pro
fessional and personal use. I am
converting foreign colleagues and
friends in Europe and in America, to
nies globally. Many are defining
their mission and their stakehold
ers, and then measuring progress in
serving those groups rather than
just shareholders.
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I use all sorts of appli
cations from Chinese
internet companies,
from Alipay to Wechat. Most recent
ly, I have been using Ele.me and the
Fresh Hippo because it suits my
fastpaced life. However, I also

Q4: Do you think the upcoming 5G service will
further improve people’s lives? Would AI create
more job opportunities?

up to speed with the latest industry
trends. Although I’m only a random
active user myself, I believe the con
cept and the immense continuous
growth of this platform is simply
staggering, and we are yet to wit
ness its full impact across the adver
tising industry.
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One of the ways we will
see 5G improving the
quality of life across the
globe will be in the form of smart cit
ies. Upgrading to 5G will allow entire
cities to handle data from millions of
IoT devices.
By installing lowpower sensors
colleagues, and to catch up with
their life moments. Besides that,
there are miniprograms joined by a
large number of European shops,
airports, museums and so on, which
provide Chinese techsavvy digital
users with smooth services. WeChat
Pay and Alipay are expanding in
Europe as an increasing number of
Chinese tourists opt to spend their
holidays there. Both Ctrip and Didi
are awesomely helpful and practical
for my stays in China.
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The ongoing commer
cialization of 5G is set
to revolutionize our
society and industries with break
use WeChat, so that they can com
municate with me. I use Alipay and
WeChat Pay every day. Didi, JD,
Meituan and Eleme have become
indispensable to me. I would use
even more if my Chinese reading
skills were better. Interestingly,
Chinese apps have a very different
style from European or American
ones, with much more crowded
pages, making everything easily
accessible, while increasing the
language barrier. There will be a
bright future for the Chinese giants
if they can adapt and replicate
their ecosystems outside of China.
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For sure, 5G service will
improve people’s lives.
As consumers, we are

glance at TikTok from time to time.
I guess I am a man of the times.
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Anytime one’s connec
tivity to the digital
world is increased, new
opportunities come for inclusive
growth. AI, like all emerging tech
nologies, present positives but
also challenges. What we do know
is that countries with more
advanced levels of AI or automa
tion do not encounter higher lev

important innovations, and have
created many excellent products,
inserting farreaching and wide
ranging effects. Catering, delivery,
shopping, communication, travel,
reading, content creation, educa
tion, entertainment — all aspects
of our daily life are full of practical
and efficient products created by
Chinese internet companies. Chi
na’s current convenience of daily
life far exceeds that of other coun
tries. This is visibly apparent to
all.
In general, Chinese internet
companies
have
gradually
changed from a follower to a lead

er in the industry.

net industry has attracted world
wide attention, but looking back at
the history of China’s internet devel
opment, we can see that for a long
time, the development of these com
panies relied mainly on demograph
ic dividends, which yielded
satisfying results. In the past two
years, China’s internet was also
doing a good job in terms of mode
innovation.
However, core technology is
always the most needed by internet
companies. In the future, core tech
nologies will be an important factor
in business innovation and service
innovation.
Take Ctrip as an example. Many of
our incomprehensible problems in

the domestic market come from
technical limitations. We believe
that with the upgrade of technology,
some problems will no longer exist.
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As the founder and
CEO of Zhihu, I spend
most of the time each
day on our own app. I am a partici
pant, creator, experiencer and
woodpecker of Zhihu. I hope that
through my own experience, I can
understand the real needs, discov
er loopholes in products and tech
nologies, continuously optimize
functions, expand scenarios,
improve quality and offer better
user experience.
Apart from Zhihu, I also use apps
from other companies frequently.
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Yes.
Through the ages, all
technological reforms,
advancements and iterations have
been made because they met the
needs of most people. The need
may be survival needs, such as
replacing older technology equip
ment with safer technological
equipment. Other needs may lie in
more convenient life scenarios,
such as online travel bookings.
On the other hand, it is because
most people welcome these advan

within IoTdriven devices, we will
be able to lower electricity costs,
reduce light pollution in large
urban areas, and have infrastruc
ture that can last years without
needing to be replaced.
We will see a broader industrial
and commercial impact of IoT in
transport and logistics.
We will also witness this
progress in personalized “any
where, anytime” medicine, and the
need to physically visit a doctor
will significantly drop. We are fac
ing an exciting time ahead, and it
will be a privilege to witness the
progress that is on the horizon.
throughs enabling realization of
many new technologies such as aug
mented reality, automation, IoT and
smart cities. 5G is our rosy hope.
I am more optimistic about
employment outlook brought by
AI. Here I could share some esti
mates that will cheer people up:
machines and algorithms in the
workplace are expected to create
133 million new roles, but cause 75
million jobs to be displaced by
2022, according to a new report
from the World Economic Forum
called “The Future of Jobs 2018”.
This means that the growth of AI
could create 58 million net new
jobs in the next few years.
all looking forward to faster con
nection speeds where we can
enjoy highquality videos, face
time and AR shopping, among
others. However, high speed is
only a small part of 5G technolo
gies. It has much more potential.
In fact, 5G technology will
reshape the industry and the val
ue chain. The industrial applica
tion of 5G technology will
significantly improve the produc
tivity and increase social welfare.
It is also a foundation for many
highlevel applications, like
autonomous driving, remote sur
gery and smart cities. All these
applications will be empowered
by 5G technologies and improve
people’s lives.
els of unemployment. Thus far in
human history, new technology
seems always to bring about more
opportunities that more than
compensate for the loss of jobs.
What we should really care about
is how to help people, especially
those that are more affected, to
make the transition. The nature of
work is changing and every stake
holder, whether a tech company, a
policymaker or an educator, needs
to take notice.
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The arrival and popu
larity of 5G will defi
nitely improve people’s
living standards. The emergence of
3G and 4G brought the world into
the era of the mobile internet, which
had greatly enhanced the conve
nience of life. I believe that 5G will
bring more surprises. AI is full of
imagination. Perhaps some existing
work relying on manpower will be
taken over by the machine, but I
believe that the development of AI
will certainly create more possibili
ties, and the jobs and opportunities
that do not exist now will gradually
emerge.
ces that made these technologies
persevere and further develop.
Another point is that technology
serves most people, so the popular
ization of technology becomes
more and more rapid, and the rap
id spread further enables it to serve
more people. In most cases
throughout history, if technology is
properly used, basically there will
be a positive cycle.
Therefore, there is no doubt that
5G will enhance the living stan
dards of more people.
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