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In a market upswing, everyone’s a genius. “Only when the tide goes out,” Warren Buffett warned his 
fellow investors, “do you discover who's been swimming naked.” The upswing of the Chinese market 
over the past three decades has been so persistent that its businesses have seemed immune to the 
global turbulence taking place outside the Middle Kingdom. That held true until recently, when the tide 
went out for Apple. The company cut its sales forecasts for the first time in 17 years, citing the 
unforeseen “magnitude” of the economic slowdown in China.  

Even casual observers would notice that the challenge that Apple is facing in China goes beyond the 
country’s macroeconomic concerns. The company’s innovation engine seems to be spluttering; where 
the ability to innovate is concerned, other latecomers to China have caught up with and even 
overtaken Apple. 

WeChat, China’s most frequently used mobile app, has just over one billion users. It started to offer 
in-app “mini-programs” from third-party developers in 2017. Since then, WeChat users have been 
able to book a shared ride with Didi, order a gift from JD.com, or rent a bicycle from Mobike—and use 
over one million other “apps within the app”—without leaving the WeChat platform. Then two weeks 
ago, in 2019, WeChat launched a redesign that changed the way mini-programs were presented.  

Matthew Brennan, co-founder and managing director at the consultancy firm China Channel, tweeted 
that it offered “a new home screen for your phone with mini-apps for everything.” Hence, it presented 
a real alternative to Apple’s app store. “The advantage that WeChat mini-program brings is not only 
[the] concentration of apps into one popular (platform), but it’s very enticing to developers, especially 
startups and (independent operators) who have limited resources, to focus on one single ‘app store,’” 
said TuanAnh Nguyen, an analyst at the technology research firm, Canalys, in an interview with 
CNBC. 

The one million mini-programs that WeChat accumulated in three years correspond to half the volume 
of Apple’s app store, which took Steve Jobs and Tim Cook more than a decade to build. How was 
WeChat able to achieve so much so fast?  

Market feedback drove the development of mini-programs like it did that of many inventions at 
WeChat. Among the business users of WeChat, the most popular option entailed business owners 
sending online messages such as promotional materials or discount vouchers to consumers. WeChat 
had long hoped to encourage business owners to use it to provide real services or transact business 
online. But it had achieved little success. More importantly, WeChat had wanted to tap into the next 
wave of growth among small-time proprietors and mom-and-pop stores.  

The big idea behind mini-programs is reducing the maintenance costs for app developers and 
eliminating the burden of downloading additional apps for consumers. “If you build an app from 
ground up, you might be spending 70% or more of your effort sorting out the backend programming, 
an operation that end-users don’t see or even notice. We think developers should dedicate the 
majority of their efforts to thinking about the content and services they are trying to provide to 
customers,” one WeChat executive told me. “Right now, it can cost an app developer up to a hundred 
thousand dollars to build a generic iOS or Android app prototype. I think we could do better and faster 
for developers as an additional choice for quick deployment.”  

According to Forbes, “Like Apple’s iOS app ecosystem, mini-programs are developed using a 
proprietary language: WXML and WXSS—similar to but incompatible with commonly used HTML5 
and CSS.” By packaging common user-interface components—like swiping, jumping to the next item, 
or drop-down menus—into standard modules, developers can focus on building content.  
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To be sure, advanced developers may scoff at these constraints as they tend to do regarding any 
simple-to-use standard. They may point out the limitations to their creativity, bemoaning the fact that 
the mobile apps are being forced into a vanilla format. Still, that is the value proposition of mini-
programs: to lower the barrier to entry for small businesses so as to jumpstart their digitization 
strategies.  

Chale Chen, Product Manager of the Mini Program team, Open Platform, recalled: 

“We had one engineer from an FM broadcaster who decided to try to build out a mini-program. He 
basically spent one weekend learning how to code and launched the new application on the following 
Monday. That’s exactly what we try to achieve: to tear down obstacles for entrepreneurs to launch 
their own apps.” 

As any smartphone user can attest, end-users tend to use only a handful of apps on a given day. 
However, most of us have dozens of them stored on our devices. Localytics found that, typically, one 
in four smartphone users abandoned a new app after just one session. That’s why all the mini-games 
within WeChat are designed to be accessible instantly, without downloading or installation. It makes 
them easy and convenient to play. Users can play and compete with their WeChat friends or watch 
others play.   

There is little doubt that, WeChat is, in effect, Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Zynga, Instagram, and 
Apple Pay all wrapped up in one. People can debate whether the rest of the world will embrace 
WeChat’s pioneering business model or reject its offerings even after it has proven itself in China. 
However, Apple has much to be concerned about: the launch of WeChat’s mini-programs no longer 
signifies a warning regarding Apple’s future but the unclasping of its stranglehold on its most 
important international market. 
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