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Digitalization and Societal Implementation in China:

A Case Study of Internet of Things (IoT) Industries

Preface and Summary

We currently live in an age when the number of computer devices connected to the
network is larger than the total number of human beings. It is the era of the IoT (Internet of
Things). In addition to the widespread use of inexpensive laptops and smartphones, a global
decline in Internet access costs has occurred. In 2018, half of all human beings could access
the Internet, and 1.5 billion smartphones were shipped annually around the world.
Furthermore, machine-to-machine communication is expected to dramatically increase in
the future in comparison to human-to-human communication. Seamless access to
information reminds us the concept of “ubiquitous society”.

If everything is connected, what types of new services will be useful and what types of
social issues can be solved? Trial-and-error is an essential method for screening solutions in
the IoT. Because optimal solutions are still unclear in this area, discontinuous efforts are
required.

China, the main focus of this report, is now the world's largest “IoT laboratory.” With a
population of 1.4 billion, the country’s information infrastructure has grown rapidly during
the past decade. An enormous number of venture companies, supported by active venture
investment, are entering these new fields. Mobile payment system infrastructures have
promoted a cashless society by supporting numerous IoT solutions. In the area of industrial
IoT, companies such as Alibaba, Tencent, and Huawei are offering cloud services as well as
platforms for IoT solutions. Global trends, IoT conditions, and open innovation in China
encourage the entry of a vibrant new enterprise that the Chinese industry initially held, have
overlapped, and drastic results are being come out.

IoT industries in China are using “light approaches” that incorporate low unit
introduction and inexpensive adjustment costs. One may think that such an approach is
limited to individual services or consumer segments, resulting in unprofitable companies or
fragmented data. Certain cases are lacking in continuity. The dock-less share-cycle business,
for example, was a major industry that faced financial trouble at the end of 2018. However,
as we will cover in this report, interesting and sustainable solutions have also appeared. In
addition, a “light IoT approach” that integrates various solutions, rather than a partial

solution, can lead to dynamic changes.



If China is to be regarded as a “gigantic IoT laboratory,” trial-and-error is part of the
process that will include both successes and failures. China provides various lessons for
considering the societal implementation of IoT in Japan.

This report is organized as follows. Chapter 1, “Global IoT Trends and Features of
China,” establishes the global trends and characteristics that are prerequisites for
understanding the situation in China and the Chinese industrial development
pattern. Chapter 2, “Mapping [oT Industries in China,” focuses on the “light approach”
mentioned above and introduces cases in China’s IoT industries. Chapter 3, “Implications
from IoT Implementation in China,” summarizes the main findings of the report and
examines engagement practices in Chinese loT businesses. At the end of each chapter, the
views of EMS executives, DIY makers, and software programmers are posted as columns.

This study is supported by Hitachi, Ltd. The authors express gratitude to the company.

Asei ITO
Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo

March 2019
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