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ABSTRACT

Recent years have witnessed a rise in global investments in the digital economy.
The growing digital reach of Chinese tech companies is responsible for at least part
of this transformation. Yet, little is known about how host country citizens view
China’s increasing stature in the digital sphere. Focusing on Chinese investments in
mobile payment platforms (CIM), this article explains citizens’ levels of approval of
Chinese outward investments in the digital economy. Based on online surveys con-
ducted in four selected Southeast Asian countries — Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia,
and the Philippines - this research shows that citizens of these four countries per-
ceive the benefits of CIM to outweigh the risks, with approval rates to be higher for
Thailand and Malaysia, and lower for Indonesia and the Philippines. We find these
high levels of approval for CIM to be significantly associated with perceived personal
benefit, such as price reductions and an increase in purchasing choices. By contrast,
country-level factors, such as geopolitical concerns about China, do matter in some
contexts, but overall show less explanatory influence. These results shed light on citi-
zens' views of different types of foreign investments and of China, and support pre-
vious arguments on the separation between consumer behavior and politics.
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed a structural shift in global foreign direct investment
patterns, changing from asset-heavy to asset-light investments. Such a transform-
ation is significantly driven by cross-border investments in the digital economy and
global consumer needs for high-tech products (UNCTAD, 2017, 2018). This trend
is accompanied by digital globalization and the rise of multinational enterprises
(MNEs) which offer platforms through cloud- and internet-based services, digital
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solutions such as electronic and digital payments, digital media and information
content, and IT hard- and software (Casella & Formenti, 2018).

Although the majority of the world’s top 100 MNEs (75%) are still located in
Europe and the United States (Casella & Formenti, 2018, S. 113), Chinese investors
are bridging the gap at speed. Chinese investors have started to contribute to this
global economic transformation under the framework of China’s ‘Digital Silk Road’
- a conceptual part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (Huang, 2019; National
Development & Reform Commission et al., 2015). While Chinese companies have
historically engaged in global infrastructure provision, such as roads, railways, and
bridges," the announcement of the ‘Digital Silk Road” suggests Chinese government
support for global digital investments.

Investments by Chinese companies in the digital economy have heated the
already ongoing debate whether Chinese investments come with an alternative
development model, as well as whether China’s rise is associated with a threat to
the liberal economic order (Breslin, 2011; Zhao, 2014). Some governments, such as
those in Australia, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States, have, for
example, taken measures banning China’s participation in their information and
communication technologies’ (ICT) infrastructure (e.g. Kelion, 2020; Sim, 2020).
Furthermore, in 2018, the US government blocked an attempt by China’s Alibaba’s
fintech arm, Ant Financial, to invest in MoneyGram, a US-headquartered mobile
payment provider (Roumeliotis, 2018). Such decisions relate to Chinese tech com-
panies’ commitment problem, meaning that Chinese companies are often unable to
convincingly guarantee they would not share foreign citizens’ data with the
Chinese government (Liu, 2021). In contrast, other countries display a more posi-
tive attitude. For example, Chinese telecommunication provider, Huawei, was
allowed to engage in the Brazilian 5G auction, and also was allowed to provide
technologies for the 5G network in South Africa (Huawei, 2020; Reuters, 2021).
Overall, Chinese companies have built data centers and telecommunication trans-
mission networks, laid submarine fiber optic cables around the world, and engaged
in providing solutions for smart cities and cloud computing (Dekker et al., 2020).

While the attitudes of decision makers to China’s global digital footprint are avail-
able in the form of public statements, interviews, and even real actions, compara-
tively little is known about the perceptions held by citizens. However, a nuanced
understanding of citizens’ perceptions is essential, because perceptions have the
potential to shape behavior (Curtis & Curtis, 2011). In fact, citizens’ negative percep-
tions of investments, such as infrastructure delivery, have the potential to turn into
public protest and cause the delay or even end of such investment projects (Kostka
& Anzinger, 2016). For instance, with regards to Ant Financial’s acquisition of a
stake in the Vietnamese e-wallet eMonkey, Potkin (2019) reports insiders saying that
the deal was ‘[...] not being announced due to concerns that anti-China sentiment
in Vietnam could result in possible pushback’. Our study thus investigates how citi-
zens in host countries perceive Chinese investments in their countries’ digital econ-
omy, and what factors determine their levels of approval or disapproval.

To tackle this knowledge gap, we focus on citizens’ perceptions of Chinese
investments in mobile payment platforms (CIM). Such investments are mainly car-
ried out by Tencent and Alibaba’s Ant Financial. These two own about 94% of
China’s domestic mobile payment market (OECD, 2020, 14), and in line with
domestic market saturation in China (Iwamoto, 2020) have started to compete for
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market share overseas. More specifically, we focus on investments in mobile payment
platforms used in the Southeast Asian region. CIM in the Southeast Asian region is
an appropriate case for investigation, because many mobile payment platforms used
in Southeast Asia have received financial backing from either of these two investors.
Among the first investments was Ant Financial's acquisition of a 20% stake in
Thailand’s Ascend Money in 2016. As part of the deal, Ant Financial planned to
offer technical support to Ascend Money and its payment platform TrueMoney, aim-
ing to expand its services and consumer pool (Sritma, 2016). Similarly, in 2017, Ant
Financial and the Indonesian Emtek agreed to form a new digital payment joint ven-
ture, DANA, with Ant Financial providing financial investment and know-how and
making its financial products accessible in Indonesia (Cadell, 2017).

Besides Southeast Asia’s importance for CIM, the region has become a focal
area of global politics and economics, which makes an investigation of citizens’
perceptions of China particularly important. Amid the China-US trade tech dis-
pute, some observers see emerging economic opportunities arising for countries in
the Indo-Pacific (Choudhury, 2021). This comes as a result of Chinese manufac-
turers seeking to circumvent US tariffs by relocating their production sites
(Schlacht, 2021), and some Southeast Asian countries being able to increase their
global market share of tariffed goods (Goyer, 2021). Finally, Southeast Asian coun-
tries have historically been divided in their relations with China and, on the other
hand, with the US (Aljazeera, 2021; Fitriani, 2018, p. 402-403; Hewison, 2018).
Recurring political disputes and tensions between China and its neighboring
Southeast Asian countries (Yahuda, 2020) not only impact the security situation of
the region, but are increasingly of concern in world politics (Sim, 2021).

To investigate citizens’ attitudes to CIM and ascertain whether and why citizens
approve or disapprove of CIM, we conducted an online opinion survey in March
2021 in four selected Southeast Asian countries: Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and
the Philippines. We selected these four countries because they are among the major
recipient countries of CIM. In addition, these countries show variations in their
opinions of China, as well as in their economic and political relations with China,
ranging from close economic ties (as is the case with Thailand, Malaysia and
Indonesia) to countries experiencing political tensions with China, especially in the
form of territorial disputes (such as Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines). We
expect to identify overarching explanatory factors which are applicable across cases,
as well as context-specific dimensions, as a result of these variations.

Our analysis shows high levels of approval of CIM among the surveyed citizens
across all selected countries. Levels of approval are highest for Thailand and
Malaysia, and lower for Indonesia and the Philippines. These findings are surpris-
ing. This is because our results also show that a majority of all respondents men-
tion domestic, Western, or other Asian companies, rather than Chinese companies,
when asked who they prefer to build other physical infrastructure, such as roads,
railway and energy-related projects, in their countries. Similarly, ISEAS finds in its
State of Southeast Asia 2021 survey that citizens in ASEAN countries hold increas-
ingly negative perceptions of China (Ha, 2021); and a study by the Pew Research
Centre shows that the proportion of Southeast Asian citizens holding positive views
of China is declining (Silver et al., 2019). We find the answer to these surprisingly
high approval rates of CIM of citizens across all of the selected countries in indi-
vidual-level factors of perceived personal gain. In fact, the respondents believe that
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the perceived benefits of CIM outweigh the perceived risks. In contrast, China-spe-
cific factors, such as geopolitical concerns, have less explanatory influence and mat-
ter only in specific contexts.

Our findings make several contributions. We contribute to the broader litera-
ture on overseas investment by expanding research on perceptions of China and
its global presence, which, so far, produced inconclusive results. While some find
perceptions of China held in host countries to be rather neutral or positive (e.g.,
Chu et al., 2015; Hanusch, 2012; Nassanga & Makara, 2016), others identify them
as rather negative (e.g. Wang & Elliot, 2014). Furthermore, by focusing on over-
seas investments in the digital economy, our research provides new insights into
the ways in which different types of investments are perceived. Projects in the
digital economy differ from other physical infrastructure and resource projects in
their usage of huge amounts of personal data. Personal data can almost be con-
sidered a public good, which can be shared nearly infinitely (Liu, 2021, p. 47); as
such, individuals using digital technologies in their daily lives have almost no
control over who collects, stores, sells, and analyzes their online traces, and, even-
tually, steers their individual behavioral patterns. While some studies have inves-
tigated perceptions of Chinese natural resources projects, such as in the copper
(Yan & Sautman, 2013) and coal industries (Sautman & Yan, 2014), more know-
ledge is crucial to understand citizens’ perceptions against the backdrop of global
digitalization and online behavioral data becoming a core interest for companies
and governments.

Lastly, we expand findings on technology acceptance to countries in Southeast
Asia. Previous research investigated citizens’ perceptions of China’s digital technol-
ogies domestically (Su et al., 2021) and in different socio-political contexts (Kostka
et al., 2021; Kostka & Habich-Sobiegalla, 2021), and found that levels of acceptance
of issues, such as facial recognition cameras or digital contract tracing, are lower in
Western countries than in China (Kostka et al., 2021; Kostka & Habich-Sobiegalla,
2021). Our research expands upon these works by focusing on Southeast
Asian countries.

Theoretical framework

To explain levels of approval and disapproval among citizens of selected Southeast
Asian countries towards CIM, we test eleven hypotheses in three dimensions: 1)
Chinese risk and benefit factors, 2) domestic factors, and 3) individual factors.

Chinese risk and benefit factors

In a first step, we investigate what kind of risks respondents believe that China
brings to their countries, and we expect general, negative perceptions of China to
also impact how citizens view CIM. In fact, negative perceptions of China by sec-
tions of the populations in Southeast Asian countries have repeatedly been mani-
fested in protests, and have thereby put pressure on politicians - for instance
during recurring public protests in the Philippines against President Rodrigo
Duterte’s perceived realignment with Beijing (Robles, 2019). Viewed more broadly,
ISEAS (Ha, 2021) finds in a study that levels of distrust in China in all ASEAN
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countries are higher than levels of trust, and that these levels of distrust have
increased from 51% of the respondents in 2019 to 63% in 2021. At the same time,
the respondents who perceive China as a revisionist power has increased from 38%
in 2020 to 46% in 2021. In addition, 72% of the respondents mentioned that they
are concerned about China’s increasing economic influence, and 89% mentioned
anxiety related to China’s political clout in Southeast Asia (Ha, 2021). To explain
citizens’ perceptions of China, Yeremia (2020, p. 21) uses interviews and focuses
on perceptions of ‘the rise of China’ held by Indonesian diplomats and scholars.
The author finds that views of China as an ‘enemy’ or ‘imperialist’ predominate,
and not the ‘ally’ image.

These attitudes are also found in other socioeconomic and cultural contexts,
such as Latin American and African countries. Armony and Velasquez (2015) focus
on Latin American countries and find that negative perceptions of China tend to
be more prevalent among individuals who believe that China holds a great deal of
influence over their country. Relatedly, Wang and Elliot (2014) focus on African
countries and identify negative views due to the perceived insufficient quality of
Chinese products and infrastructure provision, as well as to unlawful business prac-
tices and the perceived negative environmental impacts of Chinese infrastructure
projects (Wang & Elliot, 2014, p. 1030). Based on this literature, we hypothesize
that citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who perceive fewer risks that
China might bring to their countries (H.I). Specifically, we ask respondents what
kind of risks they perceive China to bring to their countries, and offer the follow-
ing six choices: risks to democracy; environmental risks; military risks; workers’
safety risks; economic risks; and cultural risks. In addition to asking citizens what
general risks they believe China brings to their countries, we also asked citizens
what kind of specific risks they see associated with CIM. We hypothesize that citi-
zens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who perceive CIM not to bring risks
(H.2). As for survey questions, we offered the following three answer choices:
crowding out of domestic companies; dependency on China; and external control
over one’s own country’s economy.

In addition to Chinese risk factors, we also test several possible perceived bene-
fits that China might bring to the respondents’ countries in general. In fact,
research has also identified positive views of China, especially in emerging econo-
mies (Chu et al.,, 2015; Hanusch, 2012; Nassanga & Makara, 2016; Wang & Elliot,
2014). Hanusch (2012, p. 494) finds that opinions of China in some African coun-
tries are neither better nor worse compared to opinions held vis-a-vis Western
countries (Hanusch, 2012, p. 494). The occasionally negative images about China’s
presence in African countries, as is portrayed in the Western press (Yan &
Sautman, 2013; Zhao, 2014), do not necessarily correspond to public perceptions in
the host countries themselves (Sautman & Yan, 2009, 2014). For instance, Sautman
and Yan (2009, p. 738) find in their surveys, carried out in nine African countries,
that respondents were in favor of Chinese business activities in their countries
when these activities helped local economies. Similarly, studies also confirm levels
of appreciation of Chinese investment among the public when it goes hand-in-
hand with poverty alleviation, humanitarian assistance, the provision of goods,
investment, tourism, and Chinese knowledge of agriculture (Hanusch, 2012; Wang
& Elliot, 2014; Nassanga & Makara, 2016). Based on this literature, we assume that
citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who are more receptive towards
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the perceived benefits China might bring to their countries (H.3). We therefore
offered six benefit choices to the survey respondents: economic growth; good qual-
ity products; education opportunities; service provision; employment opportunities;
and infrastructure provision.

Domestic factors

In addition to the kinds of risks and benefits respondents associate with China, we
also explore whether citizens’ perceptions of the domestic economic and political
situation of the country they live in are associated with how they view CIM. In
essence, Armony and Veldsquez (2015) find that 82% of the respondents who rate
their own country’s economic situation worse compared to the previous years also
hold negative perceptions of China’s influence. On a similar note, Wang and Elliot
(2014, p. 1030) find that individuals are more likely to hold negative views of
China when they are less satisfied with their personal employment and economic
situations - a situation that is likely due to the perceived competition coming from
the influx of Chinese workers. Similarly, Hearn (2012) investigates perceptions of
China in Mexico and Cuba and finds that negative perceptions of China increase
in line with fears regarding the domestic economies’ competitiveness. We therefore
hypothesize that citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citizens who view their
countries’ economies as better than they were five years ago (H.4). On the other
hand, Chinese investment might also bring opportunities to weak economic sectors,
contribute to the development of local economies, and provide goods (Sautman &
Yan, 2009, p. 738; Wang & Elliot, 2014, p. 1030). We thus assume that citizens’
approval of CIM is higher among citizens who tend to be less satisfied with the
mobile payment services in the country they live in (H.5).

From a political angle, we also expect citizens’ levels of trust in their domestic
institutions, including government and the police, to play a role in how they view
CIM. Armony and Veldsquez (2015) find that citizens who are more skeptical
about their countries’ state institutions’ ability to protect its citizens also hold more
negative views of China. This is because countries with weak state institutions
might be unable to protect their own national interests vis-a-vis the interests of
other countries. Regarding acceptance of technologies that collect and use personal
data, especially surveillance technologies, Pavone and Degli Esposti (2012) find that
trust in political institutions enhances citizens’ positive perceptions of these tech-
nologies, due to most public attention being paid to their benefits rather than their
risks. We hypothesize that citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who
have higher levels of trust in their domestic institutions, such as government and
police (H.6).

Additionally, following theories of elites framing an issue to gain support (e.g.
Fearon & Laitin, 2000), we also assume that a country’s perceived official govern-
ment rhetoric towards China influences how citizens view Chinese investments in
general and, hence, how they also view CIM. We thereby follow Sautman and Yan
(2009, p. 730) who find that the ‘{m]ain determinants of African perspectives are
not ‘social factors’ but how national political discourses (...) play out (... ), where
ruling elites and oppositions (...) interpret links with China.” We therefore ask
how citizens perceive their government’s attitude towards China. We hold that
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citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who also perceive the attitude of
their government towards China to be more positive (H.7).

Individual factors

Finally, we consider what individual personal benefits and risks respondents associ-
ate with CIM, and how these CIM-related factors relate to citizens’ approval rates
of CIM. A large body of research provides evidence that attitudes to technology are
a key factor influencing the acceptance of new digital technologies and innovations.
In a first step, we expect citizens’ views of CIM to depend on individuals’ behavior
towards the intensity of mobile payment usage. A study by Buckley and Nurse
(2019) on the acceptance of biometric data shows that familiarity with technology
increases technology acceptance. Technology optimists are also more likely to
accept new innovations (Modahl, 1999; Edison & Geissler, 2003), and are more
likely to have a technological affinity (Edison & Geissler, 2003). As a crude meas-
ure of technology affinity, we use frequency of mobile payment usage. We expect
frequency of mobile payment usage to be important for citizens’ approval rates of
CIM, since citizens who use mobile payment services more intensively are possibly
more likely to do so because they usually enjoy the technological advantages (Chen
et al,, 2021). We hypothesize that citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citizens
who use mobile payments more frequently (H.8).

Relatedly, we expect that perceived personal gains increase citizens’ levels of
approval of CIM. Research found that the degree to which individuals accept or
oppose the collection, storage, and usage of their data depends on the perceived
benefits they receive in exchange for providing their personal data (Kostka, 2019).
We assume that citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who perceive per-
sonal benefits from CIM (H.9). In the survey, we asked specifically about four kinds
of perceived benefits of CIM: more merchants linked to e-commerce; better mobile
payment app usability; more vouchers, promotions and price reductions; and more
mobile payment providers linked to e-commerce.

In a last step, we inspect individual data privacy concerns. Digital technologies
produce data, which can be used almost infinitely and can travel across borders
(Liu, 2021). Citizens of other countries often fear that Chinese tech companies,
even private ones, share data they collected overseas with the Chinese government
(Liu, 2021, p. 47). Concerns over privacy violations and the misuse of data may
cause citizens’ resistance to digital technologies (Degli Esposti and Santiago Gémez,
2015). Mobile payment services might also spark privacy concerns because of their
use of personal financial transaction data (Johnson et al.,, 2018; Kim et al., 2016).
Data privacy concerns might therefore be a hindrance to citizens’ acceptance levels
of digital technologies (Kostka et al., 2021). We test whether citizens’ approval of
CIM is higher among citizens who believe CIM to cause worsening data privacy
(H.10). However, research has also found that data privacy concerns are not neces-
sarily a hindrance to the usage of digital technologies. In fact, data privacy con-
cerns can be a by-product of increased usage of digital technologies. This
seemingly counterintuitive data privacy paradox occurs because citizens who use
digital technologies more intensively are also more likely to benefit from their
advantages (Chen et al.,, 2021). Thus, citizens may trade-off data privacy for per-
ceived individual advantages, such as increased convenience and security (Acquisti,
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Figure 1. Explanatory framework.

2004; Davis & Silver, 2004; Kostka et al., 2021). We thus hypothesize that citizens’
approval of CIM is higher among citizens who believe that the benefits of CIM out-
weigh the risks (H.11).

Besides these three dimensions of Chinese risk and benefit factors, domestic fac-
tors, and individual factors, we also included socio-demographic control variables,
namely gender, age, education, and income, in our framework (Figure 1).

Method and data
Case selection

We selected Chinese investments in Southeast Asian mobile payment services over
other kinds of global investments in the digital economy. Focusing on CIM allows
for inspecting the same dependent variable in different countries, because CIM is
widely spread across the Southeast Asian region. This differs from other digital
investments, such as smart city projects or submarine fiber optic cables, which are
concentrated in some countries but are absent in others. Furthermore, we expect
CIM to be a case more likely to spark negative perceptions due to possible privacy
concerns in line with personal financial transaction data being used (Johnson et al,,
2018; Kim et al., 2016).

The Southeast Asian region by itself is essential for investigation, as it is seen to
be one of the most important markets for mobile payment platforms. Southeast
Asian fintech companies have developed numerous mobile payment applications,
such as GCash, LinkAja, and Coins.ph, which advertise themselves to consumers




1106 W. RABE AND G. KOSTKA

with attractive rebate incentives and allow for sending money to family and friends,
as well as paying bills and ordering products (Coins.ph, n.d.). Southeast Asia also
has a high internet penetration rate, amounting to almost 90% of the population in
Malaysia and more than 70% in Indonesia (Statista, 2021a). Furthermore, while
China and India together account for 70% of worldwide mobile e-payment users
(de Sartiges et al., 2020), Southeast Asia has seen a drastic growth in the number
of mobile payment users, with more than 50% of citizens now using their smart-
phones to make payment transactions (Felicitas, 2019). Relatedly, Southeast Asian
countries witness a lack of or minimal usage of bank accounts and credit cards,
while there is an increasing number of start-ups in the related field (de Sartiges
et al., 2020). Governments of some Southeast Asian countries have developed pro-
grams furthering the use of mobile payments. For instance, in Thailand, govern-
ment agencies cooperate with stakeholders from industries, financial institutions,
and fintech companies (Fintechnews Singapore, 2019), and in Malaysia the govern-
ment is working with mobile payment firms, providing a financial support program
worth 151 million dollars (Hazlin, 2020). Similar developments are taking place in
Indonesia, with the government having launched a non-cash movement in 2014
(Phua, 2020), and in the Philippines, where the government is promoting the use
of digital currencies while also expanding e-payment options for government serv-
ices (Endo, 2020). The Southeast Asian mobile e-payment market currently appears
to be one of overheated competition between a large number of players with, for
example, 40 licenses for mobile payment services having been issued in Malaysia
and the Philippines (de Sartiges et al., 2020). Many of the new start-ups in the
mobile payment services industry urgently require financial investments, and
Chinese companies are eager to provide some of the financial backing (de Sartiges
et al., 2020).

Yet, investments by Chinese companies in mobile payment providers active in
Southeast Asia are spread unequally across the region. Based on this unequal distri-
bution we selected four Southeast Asian countries, which we found empirically and
theoretically important, because they are among the major countries where mobile
payment providers have received Chinese investments: Thailand, Malaysia,
Indonesia, and the Philippines (see Figure 2). Other countries, such as Vietnam,
have also received mobile payment investments, namely into eMonkey. However,
investments in other Southeast Asian countries remained comparatively limited in
terms of both number and size.

What also makes these four selected countries interesting is the variation in
their economic and political relations with China. In 2020, China’s investment
stock in Indonesia amounted to 18 billion USD compared to 10 billion USD in
Malaysia, 9 billion USD in Thailand, and 1 billion USD in the Philippines
(Ministry of Commerce et al., 2021, p. 152-153). Furthermore, changes in govern-
ment in recent years have contributed to changes in the countries’ multidimen-
sional relations with China. While Thailand has turned towards China since the
military junta’s rule in 2014 (Hewison, 2018), public anti-government protests in
2020 and 2021 on the other hand expressed solidarity with protestors in Hong
Kong (Yang, 2021). Malaysia, despite cancelling several key projects of the Belt and
Road Initiative during Mahathir Mohammad’s second term, used to follow a hedg-
ing strategy towards China by balancing it with a friendly relationship with other
Asian countries and the US (Gerstl, 2020). Indonesia was also found to have



REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY 1107

Backed by
Alibaba/Ant Financial | Tencer

Thailand

o TrueMoney
o> AirPay

o

o

Philippines
o Gcash
Malaysia o PayMaya
o Lazada Wallet
o Touch'n Go
o Shopee Pa
Q USRS Indonesia
2 o DANA
2 o Tokocash/OVO
o TrueMoney
o
o ¢
o
o

Figure 2. Chinese-backed e-wallets used in Southeast Asia.
Source: DealStreetAsia (2020) and authors’ digital investments database

maintained a balanced relationship between China and the US (Fitriani, 2018,
p. 402-403), whereas in 2021, the Philippines sought to secure increased US mili-
tary commitments while showing disappointment with the US’s weak support of
the country vis-a-vis China’s military presence along the Scarborough Shoal
(Aljazeera, 2021). Moreover, previous studies have found variations in these coun-
tries’ citizens’ general perceptions of China. Citizens’ views on China were historic-
ally more favorable in Thailand and Malaysia, amounting to 72% and 74%
respectively of the respondents, according to a 2014-research by the Pew Research
Center - compared to 66% in Indonesia and 38% in the Philippines (Pew
Research, 2014).

Survey data

We conducted a large cross-national online survey in the four selected Southeast
Asian countries during March 2021, using an international survey company. The
survey company recruits respondents via panels and river sampling, and runs
‘open enrolments,” while also recruiting ‘by invitation’ by sending email invita-
tions and phone alert messages on panel community sites. It also works with
online affiliated partners and targeted websites. The company’s panels for the
four countries encompass around 100,000 individuals in total. Participants
received commercial rewards such as shopping and dining vouchers and
gift cards.
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In our survey, participants were sampled based on age (18-64), gender, and
country. Our total sample size comprises 7,275 respondents. We excluded
responses from the final sample if they provided invalid or inconsistent answers.
This was the case when a survey was completed within a very short period of time,
if the same login ID had been used more than once, or if built-in consistency
checks were not met. In total, 275 respondents were cleared from the dataset as a
result of these criteria. 796 respondents abandoned the survey ahead of completion,
and the completion rate was thus 85%. Our final sample consists of a total of
N =6,204 respondents, which includes 1,554 for Thailand, 1,543 for Malaysia,
1,544 for Indonesia, and 1,563 for the Philippines. 50.27% of our respondents iden-
tified with ‘male,” 49,53% with ‘female,” and 0.19% with ‘other.

Our survey consisted of six parts and a total of 33 questions: overall satisfaction
with the domestic situation (3 questions), perceptions of China related to one’s
own country (6 questions), tech affinity (3 questions), tech awareness (3 questions),
benefits and risks (9 questions), and socio-demographic factors (9 questions). Our
dependent variable is ‘approval of Chinese investments in mobile payment plat-
forms (CIM)’. The related question reads as follows: ‘To what degree do you
approve or disapprove that Chinese companies invest in mobile payment platforms
used in the country you currently live in?’. Answer options included five categories
(1 =strongly disapprove, 2=somewhat disapprove, 3 =neutral, 4=somewhat
approve, 5= strongly approve). Table 1 presents an overview of the variables, ques-
tions, and hypotheses.

Before beginning to answer a survey, participants received only very basic, non-
leading information about the survey, in order to avoid biases existing in the
sample population due to the survey’s content. In this case, we included a short
statement which briefly described the fact that Chinese companies were investing
in Southeast Asian mobile payment platforms. We used ordered logistic regression
for the analysis and also checked for multicollinearity by calculating variance infla-
tion factors (VIF) for all of the variables. VIFs between 1.09 and 1.47 allow us to
rule out multicollinearity (see Table S3 in the supplementary material).

Limitations

Our findings are based on a non-probability sampling method which is subject to a
number of limitations. First, the sample is biased due to a ‘coverage bias’ (Van
Dijk, 2005), as our population resembles the internet-connected population in these
four countries, but subpopulations without access to the Internet are excluded. Yet,
it is noteworthy that the Internet-connected population is a relevant sample group
for our survey, because using mobile payment services requires access to online
services. Similarly, our surveyed population might be more prone to using mobile
payment services than overall populations. On average, only 0.9% of all our
respondents reported never using mobile payment services. In contrast, Felicitas
(2019) finds this share to be higher, with approximately only 50% of the population
in Southeast Asia making financial transactions using their mobile phones.
Furthermore, our findings are biased towards the younger sections of a population.
Our sampling on age was based on the countries’ censuses, but included larger
groups of younger people. Most notably, respondents above 55 years old are under-
represented compared to younger groups. This might again create a bias towards
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the more tech-aligned parts of the population (18-24, 20%; 25-34, 27%; 35-44,
23%; 45-54, 19%; 55-64, 11%), who, at the same time, might hold generally more
positive views of China (Silver et al., 2019). Table S1 in the appendix presents sum-
mary statistics on the countries’ populations based on census data and our sample
population to illustrate the bias.

The rewards-based recruitment might also have resulted in participants associat-
ing the positivity of incentives with positivity to CIM. As a result, participants in
our survey may already have a particular affinity for technology which could posi-
tively affect their stance regarding technology adoption, which by extension would
include a more positive attitude to CIM.

Furthermore, an inherent limitation of surveys lies in their structured nature,
which does not allow for requests for clarification from the respondents. While we
sent our survey for pilot tests to several individuals ahead of the field time to check
whether questions were understood in the right way, it is possible that respondents
answered questions differently than we had intended due to possible misunder-
standings. Finally, some questions might also have been perceived as sensitive or
uncomfortable. While we included a ‘prefer not to answer’ option for questions we
deemed to fall into this category, this does not rule out the possibility that
respondents might not have provided their real opinions.

Results: Explaining approval of Chinese investments in mobile
payment platforms

Based on our analysis, we find very high levels of approval of CIM from citizens
across the four countries. 57% of the respondents reported to somewhat approve
or strongly approve of CIM, compared to 9% of the respondents reporting to
somewhat disapprove or strongly disapprove of CIM, and 34% being neutral.
Figure 3 shows that approval rates are highest in Thailand, with 69% of the
respondents somewhat or strongly approving of CIM. This is followed by Malaysia,
with levels of approval amounting to 58%. Levels of approval in Indonesia and the
Philippines are lower, amounting to 52% and 50% respectively. The approval rates
are much higher than rates for disapproval of CIM, which are lowest in Thailand

Thailand a% | B s
Malaysia 7% I - 58%
Indonesia 1% | I -
Philippines 1% B 5o

B Strongly Disapprove ~ Somehwat Disapprove  Neutral “ Somewhat Approve ®Strongly Approve

Figure 3. Citizens’ approval rates of CIM in four Southeast Asian countries (in % of respondents).
Note: Citizens were asked ‘To what degree do you disapprove or approve that Chinese companies invest in
mobile payment platforms used in the country you currently live in?’
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Figure 4. Citizens’ preferences in infrastructure provision (in % of respondents).
Note: Citizens were asked ‘Who do you prefer to build infrastructure (such as roads, railways, energy) in the
country you live in?’

and Malaysia, at only 4% and 7%, while amounting to 11% in Indonesia and 14%
in the Philippines.

These high approval rates of CIM among surveyed citizens seem surprising.
Essentially, we also asked respondents who they would prefer to build other, phys-
ical infrastructure, such as roads and railways, in their countries, and gave five
choices (companies of the country I live in; Western companies; Asian companies
(except China); Chinese companies; and others). Respondents were asked to rank
these options according to their preference. As shown in Figure 4, an interesting
finding is that only a minority (7% of the respondents) said they would prefer
Chinese companies to build infrastructure in their countries. On the other hand,
39% of the respondents ranked China fourth. In contrast, respondents prefer
domestic companies, followed by other Asian companies, and then Western com-
panies, as investors. To explain these comparatively high levels of approval of CIM
by the respondents in the four selected Southeast Asian countries, the subsequent
sections test our eleven hypotheses.

Chinese risk and benefit factors

In a first step, we assessed whether respondents’ views of China in general are asso-
ciated with the way in which they view CIM, and tested six possible risk factors.
We expected that citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citizens who perceive
fewer risks that China might bring to their countries (H.1). Of these six potential
risk factors, our analysis shows that in Thailand and Indonesia, perceived risks to
democracy and environmental risks are significantly and negatively associated with
CIM. In Malaysia, citizens who believe China to bring risks to democracy are also
more likely to be in the group of citizens with higher approval rates of CIM.
Finally, in the Philippines, environmental risks, military risks, and workers’ safety
risks are significantly and negatively associated with approval rates of CIM.
Economic risks and cultural risks are not associated with approval rates of CIM in
any of the countries. As a result, we accept H.1 only partially, namely for selected
risk factors and selected countries.
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In addition to the general risk factors, we investigated more specific CIM-related
risk factors. We find that neither risks of decreased dependency on China nor risks
of increased external control over one’s country’s economy are significantly associ-
ated with CIM approval rates. The unique exceptions are perceived risks of increas-
ing domestic economic competition with domestic companies being crowded out.
This risk factor is significantly and negatively associated with approval rates of
CIM in all four countries. These findings confirm H.2 only partially, that is only
for risks of domestic competition: citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens
who perceive CIM not to bring risks (H.2).

Besides, we inspected several general benefit factors China is perceived to bring
to the respondents’ countries. Findings showed varying results. In Thailand, only
economic growth and good quality products, of a total of six benefit choices, are
significantly and positively associated with citizens’ approval rates of CIM. In
Malaysia, economic growth and education opportunities show significant and posi-
tive results. In Indonesia and the Philippines, more services are significantly and
positively associated with approval rates of CIM, while economic growth also
shows significance in the Philippines. As a result, we confirm H.3 partially, and
again in a country- and factor-specific manner, namely that citizens’ approval of
CIM is higher among citizens who are more receptive to the perceived benefits China
might bring to their countries (H.3)

Domestic factors

As our second dimension, we inspected whether respondents’ perceptions of their
own countries play a role in how respondents view CIM, both from economic and
political perspectives. First, we investigated how citizens view their countries’ cur-
rent economies compared to how they viewed it five years ago. In Thailand and
the Philippines, we found a significant and positive association between the positiv-
ity of the outlook on economic growth in the last five years and approval rates of
CIM, but found no such significant relationship in Malaysia and Indonesia.
Overall, only 20% of the respondents in Thailand and 39% in Malaysia perceive
their economies to be better off compared to five years ago, whereas the same is
true of 54% of the respondents from Indonesia and of 49% of the respondents in
the Philippines (see Figure SI in the supplementary material). We therefore con-
firm H.4 only for Thailand and the Philippines. This means that, in these two
countries, citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citizens who view their coun-
tries” economies as better than they were five years ago (H.4).

Furthermore, we looked at how satisfied respondents were with the mobile pay-
ment services in their countries. The results show a very strong significant positive
relationship between this opinion and CIM approval in Thailand and Indonesia,
but no significant association in the other two countries. We therefore reject H.5,
which expected that citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citizens who tend to
be less satisfied with the mobile payment services in the country they live in (H.5).
Overall, respondents in all four countries claim to be very satisfied or somewhat
satisfied with the mobile payment services in their countries. 78% of the respond-
ents from Thailand claim to be very or somewhat satisfied with the mobile pay-
ment services in their country (compared to 4% reporting to be only somewhat or
very unsatisfied); 65% reported the same in Malaysia (13% reported being
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somewhat or very unsatisfied in each of these countries); 71% in Indonesia (com-
pared to 8% reporting somewhat or very unsatisfied); and 67% in the Philippines
(compared to 13%) (see Figure S2 in the supplementary material).

Testing political aspects, we assessed whether respondents’ political trust in their
home countries’ institutions, such as government and the police, are associated
with how citizens view CIM. We found a significant positive relationship between
trust in domestic institutions and CIM approval only for Indonesia, and therefore
confirm H.6 only for this country: citizens” approval of CIM is higher among citi-
zens who have higher levels of trust in their domestic institutions, such as govern-
ment and police (H.6). In fact, only 27% of the citizens in Thailand report some or
high levels of trust in the domestic institutions. These levels amount to 35% in
Malaysia, 55% in Indonesia, and 39% in the Philippines (see Figure S3 in the sup-
plementary material). In a last step, we looked at whether the perceived attitudes
towards China among political elites might be associated with how citizens view
CIM. Our findings show that a perceived positive government attitude towards
China has a strong and significant positive relationship with CIM approval rates
for all four examined countries, which thus supports H.7, namely that citizens’
approval of CIM is higher among citizens who also perceive the attitude of their gov-
ernment towards China to be more positive (H.7).

Individual factors

In a last step, we investigated individual benefit factors directly related to CIM.
Our variable for technology affinity shows varying results. With regards to the fre-
quency of using mobile payments and its relation to CIM approval, we found a sig-
nificant and very strong positive association for Thailand, Malaysia, and the
Philippines, but no significant association for Indonesia. We thus accept H.8 only
for these three countries, where we indeed find that citizens” approval of CIM is
higher among citizens who use mobile payments more frequently (H.8). Based on
our data, respondents in Thailand used mobile payments most frequently. That is,
68% of the respondents said they would use mobile payment services on a daily or
weekly basis. This was followed by Malaysia, with 66% of the respondents. In
Indonesia, 60% chose either of the two categories, whereas in the Philippines 54%
chose those options. In contrast, 2% in both Thailand and Malaysia reported to use
mobile payment services only on a yearly basis or not at all. In Indonesia, the fig-
ures were 3% and in the Philippines 4%.

Subsequently, we investigated whether the perceived benefits of CIM are more
strongly associated with CIM approval or disapproval across all four countries. We
measured four individual categories: more merchants; better mobile payment app
usability; more vouchers, promotions and price reductions; and more payment pro-
viders linked to e-commerce. Our findings suggest that individual perceived benefit
factors are significantly, positively, and very strongly associated with citizens’
approval rates of CIM. This applies to almost all four categories across all coun-
tries. In Thailand, all of the categories show a significant and positive relationship
with CIM approval rates, except for more mobile payment providers. In Malaysia,
Indonesia and the Philippines all of the categories are positively significantly associ-
ated with citizens’ approval rates of CIM. Hence, our findings suggest that citizens
who believe in personal benefits from CIM are more likely to also have higher


https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2022.2044884
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2022.2044884
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2022.2044884

10" <Oyyx ‘SO > dyy ‘0L >d,, 310N
‘WID jo |eaosdde ,Suaziid uo $13y3 Jo sonel sppQo °§ nbi4

oney sppo oney sppo oney sppo oney sppo
o“N m“_. o't m“o opN m“_. o'l m“o m“N QDN m“— (% mho ohN m“— 0L mho
- - - - Onels Jjauaq-ysu |eJaud!
:.wmnn.— :.—mmn.— ...&Mh.— ...hm—v.— e i

!

|
g 2 U - koeaud ejep Buiuasio,
58650 580 B6680 b "

- s1apwnoid uawded ajiqow alop

- suonowoud ‘SIayINoA oy

- Appgesn dde yuawded ajiqow sapeg
- SJUBYDIOW IO

N T U RS SO O AL el

REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY 1115

1—91. - - abesn jo fouanbaiy
i - $10}08) Jyouaq [enplAIpu|
: ' 5 - BUIYD SPIEMO) OPNIIE JUBWLIBADSD)
ﬂ—.l. L oA " 5 - 901j0d ‘Juawwaob uiisniy
- " o i - ! 5 - uonoejsies JuswAed a)iqo
| | i - Awouooa opsewoq
S5 \.mg.«
' 1 v L s10)08) J)sowoq
1 1
——— . . - uoistoid ainpnasesu|
vELT'L 8.81°)
vm_nw.o i mNS 2 _ Y I - sanunpoddo yuawodwsg
Jn.|. X 3 JI _" L - uoisinoid aoIeg
oL 3 h SPIVL N
mm” T - - .|.m&o|. - - sanunpoddo uoneanp3z
= [.mlv”él. - - spnpoud Ayenb pooo
i R ER I i - ymosb owouoo3
3 ) . sjyouag - SI0)08) BUIYD
|
1 . - [03}U0D [eWIAXT
mwmw‘o nwmm.o "
2 .|.|3|. . .lal. - euiy) uo AouapuadaQ
"mm 0 om. .o&l. 2_ .ol&l no Buipmoi)
i ~80920 i T4 75 0220
a 3 S I.wlmﬁ. 2 ) - SYSU |eIMIND
:.I.lﬂ.— .A-”'..o Jl@].n K SHSU OILOUOD
[ SEER0 [ ECSi0) [ AE0 ; mxm: bu es ﬂww 10,
- .ﬁol. - .ﬂﬁ. - .lwe’él. - Syl . jes S1aoM
1 .|$|_|. 5 .lrovml. . .|_o|091. - sysu Areypy
6zrLL! 0 0
I | e —=ifor 1 \—roz0 .M,_m__ s e
1 S X - foe100Wap O} SHST
| —=18z0 K7y AT |"06vz0 RSLSIEES
1 1

SHYSIY - $10}08) RUIYD

sauiddiyd eisauopu| , eiskejepy puejiey



1116 W. RABE AND G. KOSTKA

Thailand 24% [ B -
Malaysia 28% |} >
Indonesia 32% . - 68%
Philippines 3% [J B s

51 W2 W3 W4 5 ¢ w7 mg W9 W10

Figure 6. Citizens' perceived risk-benefit ratio of CIM in four countries (risks-1 to benefits-10).
Note: Citizens were asked ‘Do you think that the risks or the benefits of Chinese companies investing in
Southeast Asian mobile payment companies are stronger?’

approval rates of CIM. These findings thus confirm that citizens” approval of CIM
is higher among citizens who perceive personal benefits from CIM (H.9).

Finally, we ascertained whether concerns over data privacy are associated with
citizens’ approval rates of CIM. Our analysis shows a significant, strong, and even
very strong negative relationship with approval rates of CIM across three of the
countries, but not for Thailand. Except for Thailand, we therefore accept our
hypothesis that citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who believe CIM
to cause worsening data privacy (H.10). However, we also accept H.11 for all four
countries, that is that citizens’ approval of CIM is higher among citizens who believe
that the benefits of CIM outweigh the risks (H.11). Figure 5 illustrates the odds
ratios of our results based on ordered logit regression.

Most of our socio-economic control variables, with the exception of age, were
not significant in all four countries. The exception does suggest that younger citi-
zens also have higher approval rates of CIM than older citizens.

Discussion
Individual benefit factors outweigh abstract and personal risks

Based on our analysis, survey respondents in the four selected Southeast Asian
countries view the benefits of CIM as more important than the risks. Almost two
thirds of the respondents viewed more choices of mobile payment platform pro-
viders and more merchants linked to e-commerce to be a major benefit of CIM. In
addition, around half of the respondents regarded more vouchers, promotions and
price reductions, as well as better usability of mobile payment apps, to be add-
itional benefits of CIM. A possible explanation could be that the perceived personal
material gains might appear to be more tangible and short-term in nature, whereas
risks are more abstract and long-term. The variation of perceived benefits and risks
across the four countries is also likely to provide some explanation for the variation
in approval rates themselves. Figure 6 shows that a larger proportion of respond-
ents in Thailand and Malaysia regarded the benefits of CIM to be much greater
compared to the risks involved, amounting to 76% and 72% of respondents,
respectively. In contrast, respondents in Indonesia who regarded the benefits as
outweighing the risks amounted to 68%, and to 61% in the Philippines.
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Relatedly, our findings show that technological affinity, measured in frequency
of usage, might add explanatory value to the variation between the four countries.
Respondents use mobile payment platforms for multiple purposes, including living
consumption, public services, financial services, sending money to family and
friends, mobility, online gaming, and shopping from Chinese websites. Yet, citizens
in Thailand and Malaysia use mobile payments more frequently on a daily and
weekly basis when compared to citizens in Indonesia and the Philippines, which
suggests that citizens in Thailand and Malaysia might have a greater technological
affinity, and might therefore be more receptive to CIM (see Figures S4 and S5 in
the supplementary material).

Context-specific risk perceptions

In addition to individual benefit factors which are important in all four countries
under investigation, we also identify some context-specific factors. These factors
show levels of significance in some countries, but not in others. This applies, for
instance, to the general risk factors. In Thailand, for example, 30% of the respond-
ents believe that China brings risks to democracy to their country, a factor which
is also significantly and negatively associated with approval rates of CIM. In fact,
throughout 2020 and 2021 anti-government protests occurred in Thailand, and
some protestors expressed solidarity with protest activities in Hong Kong against
mainland China (Yang, 2021). Thus, citizens who felt that China does not bring
accompanying risks to democracy were also more likely to hold positive views of
CIM. Furthermore, in the Philippines, which has the lowest approval level of CIM,
military risks show a significant and very strong negative association with approval
rates of CIM. In essence, territorial disputes between China and the Philippines
have been a recurring source of tension, especially over the Scarborough Shoal
(Wong, 2014). Such disputes have been accompanied by protests, as was the case
with the 2019 Philippines general protest against China’s presence in these disputed
sea areas (Robles, 2019). Similarly, both in the Philippines and in Indonesia, envir-
onmental risks are significantly and negatively associated with citizens’ approval
rates of CIM, and environmental protests have occurred in recent years against
Chinese-funded energy projects. A series of environmental protests in the
Philippines, which occurred in protest to a Chinese hydropower project designated
to be constructed in an area that is home to indigenous communities (Santos,
2018), is one example. Similarly, environmental protests in Indonesia were directed
against a Chinese hydropower project planned for a location in the rainforest,
which protesters argued would fragment the habitat of endangered orangutans
(Leahy, 2019). Hence, some factors show context-specific features as they emerge
in specific political, social and economic environments in the respective host coun-
tries, while being absent in other contexts.

The limits of favorable views

The high positive approval rates of CIM displayed by citizens in the selected
Southeast Asian countries do not mean that Chinese investors are, overall, gener-
ally welcomed as investors. Rather, as shown in Figure 4 earlier, when citizens
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were asked which companies they would like to provide other infrastructure, such
as roads, railways, and energy infrastructure, in their countries, only 7% of the sur-
veyed citizens ranked Chinese companies first, whereas all others ranked them
below domestic companies, Western companies, and other Asian companies.
Furthermore, the high levels of approval of CIM do not suggest that citizens wel-
come investments without concern; for instance, 50% of the respondents from
Thailand said they would have negative feelings if Chinese companies had informa-
tion about their financial transactions, and 50% of the respondents said they would
feel positive or somewhat positive. 58% of the respondents from Malaysia said they
would feel rather negative on this matter, followed by 60% of the Indonesian
respondents and 70% of the respondents from the Philippines. Similarly, when
given the option to consciously choose a company to provide mobile payment serv-
ices, the majority of respondents indicated a preference for domestic companies,
followed by a preference for Southeast Asian companies, with Chinese companies
ranking third. Furthermore, 87% of the respondents ranked data privacy first to
third (around 50% at first) on a scale of seven most significant factors’ when
choosing a mobile payment application. Relatedly, around half of the respondents
reported having concerns over worsening data privacy as a result of CIM.

Hence, citizens’ perceptions of CIM do not develop in a vacuum. Instead, our
survey respondents view China’s presence in the region with some skepticism. This
is specifically reflected in the risk perceptions of respondents in these countries. In
fact, 50% of the respondents in Thailand believe China brings environmental risks
to their countries. These numbers amount to 44% in Malaysia, 43% in Indonesia,
and 56% in the Philippines. Furthermore, 28% of the respondents in Thailand
think China brings military risks to their countries, while 31% in Malaysia, 25% in
Indonesia, and 56% in the Philippines hold this view. Finally, 30% of the respond-
ents in Thailand believe China brings risks to democracy. These figures are even
higher for Malaysia (36%), followed by Indonesia (38%) and the Philippines (50%).

Vitally, these findings show that ‘the appeal of the China model’ is not by itself
an explanation for citizens’ high approval rates of CIM. In essence, citizens hold
various perceptions of risk relating to China in line with critical views of China’s
economic presence in their countries. These risks, however, are more abstract,
indirect, and long-term than the personal economic gains associated with CIM
which are tangible, direct, and short-term. As a result, citizens rate the benefits
associated with CIM as more important than the risks. In turn, this finding sug-
gests that China is gaining support among citizens of these selected Southeast
Asian countries through economic means, despite these citizens’ views on the exist-
ence of long-term risks as a result of China’s presence in the region.

Conclusion

In this research, we explained levels of approval of Chinese investments in mobile
payment platforms (CIM) among citizens of four selected Southeast Asian coun-
tries, as a case study of citizens’ views on China’s global digital reach. Based on an
online survey conducted in Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines,
with a total of 6,204 responses, our results show high rates of approval of CIM
held by surveyed citizens in all of the examined countries. These levels of approval
are highest for Thailand and Malaysia, followed by Indonesia and the Philippines.
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We find that respondents’ high approval rates are significantly associated with
the respondents’ perceived personal short-term benefits derived from CIM in all
four countries, which are prioritized over long-term risks and include more choices
between mobile payment service providers, more choices of merchants who are
linked to e-commerce, and more price reductions, vouchers, and promotions. Since
these individual factors play out in all the surveyed countries, despite their different
economic and political relations with China, we hypothesize that citizens in other
contexts might also behave in a personal benefit-maximizing manner, focusing on
personal short-term gain even when perceiving abstract, long-term risks. This
hypothesis aligns well with Davis and Meunier (2011) on the separation of business
and politics in consumer behavior, and their finding that political disputes are
rather unlikely to change consumer behavior (Davis & Meunier, 2011). Similarly,
we also see consumers in other countries making use of technologies despite geo-
political tensions. For instance, the number of new users of TikTok, a Chinese
entertainment app, increased by 85% in the US in 2020 (Statista, 2021b), despite
that country’s trade conflict with China. In a similar way, products from the US
tech company Apple have remained high in popularity across China, as exemplified
by the millions of pre-orders of the iPhone 13 in 2021 (Ye, 2021). Our results thus
align closely with prior research on international perceptions of China, which
found that citizens’ perceptions of China tend to be more positive when citizens
view China’s presence as beneficial to their local economies (Hanusch, 2012;
Nassanga & Makara, 2016; Sautman & Yan, 2009; Wang & Elliot, 2014). Aside
from geopolitical considerations, research should therefore pay close attention to
local economic aspects of the host countries’ institutions’ acceptance of overseas
projects financed by investors from non-democratic countries in general, and from
China in particular (Blanchard & Flint, 2017; Ferdinand, 2016).

However, citizens’ high approval rates of CIM do not mean that personal
gains can be taken for granted as an explanatory factor. In some countries, con-
text-specific risk perceptions of China in general might moderate approval rates.
This shows that citizens’ concerns over China’s military presence in the region, as
well as concerns over risks to the environment and to democracy, play a role in
citizens’ approval rates of CIM in some countries. Respondents in our survey may,
hence, not hold favorable views of China per se. Instead, the high approval rates of
CIM stand on a fragile basis which has the potential to be moderated by interven-
ing factors, especially when the perceived benefits of CIM decline.

Lastly, we also find that citizens are concerned for their personal data security
when choosing a mobile payment platform and making financial transactions.
These findings align with previous works on technology acceptance that identify
data privacy as a major concern regarding acceptance rates of new technologies
(Kostka et al., 2021). Our findings show that citizens who perceive worsening data
security as a potential risk of CIM tend to be less likely to also show approval of
CIM. Hence, China’s increasing digital reach is met with concerns over worsening
data privacy. However, the perceived benefits might remain of higher importance
than the perceived, abstract risks, as long as individuals see direct and personal
value in the use of these digital technologies, based on individuals’ cost-benefit cal-
culations. In that way, our work aligns with research that finds that citizens are
willing to trade off personal data privacy concerns for increased security and con-
venience (Acquisti, 2004; Davis & Silver, 2004).
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Since global digital investments are an emerging phenomenon, it is important to
collect more comparative evidence of global perceptions of it. This concerns both
cross-country comparisons as well as extensions of our findings to other digital
infrastructures and technologies, subpopulations, and home countries. A core ques-
tion remains for international political economists: under what conditions do glo-
bal views on the political systems of host countries inherit the potential to alter
citizens’ consumer behavior and their views on global investments? Such a question
is essential against the background of the increasing generation and use of digital
data and tech companies’ related digital clout.

Notes

1. Chinese companies have increasingly been investing abroad especially since the early
2000s which is when China included its ‘Go Global Strategy’ into the 10™ Five-Year
Plan with the aim to further Chinese companies’ internationalization.

2. The seven factors include: data privacy; speed of transaction; scope of services offered;
financial benefits such as reward points, vouchers or free delivery of goods; interface of
the app; using a mobile payment platform service which your friends, colleagues and
family are also using; others.
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