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Abstract:  

We examine mobile payments in China. App-based digital payment in China functions 
differently to most other card- or digital methods of payment in the rest of the world because 
QR codes are used, rather than near-field or cryptographic authentication. Because mobile 
phones have both an interactive display and cameras, QR codes offer users a symmetric 
model of control: payments can be initiated by either transactor, i.e., either in the normal way, 
by the seller, or in its novel form, by the buyer. While this functional symmetricality offers 
flexibility around the organisation of the payment process, it also introduces interactional 
ambiguity, and users will need to do work to resolve the directionality of control. We use video 
analysis to examine the social co-ordination of QR-based store payments, showing how 
conversational, visual, spatial, and temporal cues are used to shape transactional progress 
and resolve interactional difficulties around this problem of ambiguity.  
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