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London, 26th October 2018 

UnionPay maintains its position as the world’s largest card scheme 

Brand new research from RBR reveals that the number of payment cards in circulation worldwide 
reached 15 billion at the end of 2017, with UnionPay continuing to hold the largest share 

Financial inclusion initiatives drive growth in card issuing 

There were 15 billion payment cards in circulation around the world at the end of 2017, up by 6% since 
the end of 2016, according to RBR’s most recent report, Global Payment Cards Data and Forecasts to 
2023. As governments and central banks in developing markets continue to encourage financial 
inclusion, the number of cards has kept growing, providing further opportunities for card schemes.  

UnionPay’s share increases as the Chinese market continues to expand 

Growth in the Chinese card market has been strong for several years and the trend continued in 2017 
which saw the number of cards in issue rise by 9%. The vast majority of the country’s cards are 
UnionPay-branded, and in 2017 the scheme accounted for 44% of the world’s payment cards, 
increasing its share by one percentage point compared to the previous year. 

Visa (including Visa Electron, V PAY and Interlink) and Mastercard (including Maestro and Mastercard 
Electronic) account for 21% and 16% of global cards respectively; if China is excluded, Visa’s share is 
36% and Mastercard’s 27%. 

The RBR report shows that domestic schemes, usually found in the debit sector, are declining in most 
markets, as they are either dual-badged with, or replaced by, international schemes. However, they 
have seen something of a rebirth in a number of large markets in recent years. For example, India’s 
RuPay’s important role in a financial inclusion campaign has seen its share of the country’s cards rise 
to 49% since its launch in 2012. 

Share of Payment Cards Worldwide by Scheme, 2017 

 

Source: Global Payment Cards Data and Forecasts to 2023 (RBR) 

Chinese regulations will only encourage growth in UnionPay cards 

For many years, Visa and Mastercard cards in China were dual-badged with UnionPay, but a 2017 
regulation prohibiting dual-badging means that this is no longer the case. As all Chinese cards issued 
for domestic use must be UnionPay-branded, banks are typically issuing UnionPay-only cards to 
replace existing dual-badged ones, while customers can request an international card for use abroad. 
RBR’s Daniel Dawson, who headed up the research team, said: “While some Chinese consumers and 
businesses will request a Visa or Mastercard card, UnionPay will account for the vast majority of 
Chinese cards for the foreseeable future. UnionPay will also aim to expand internationally, but Visa and 
Mastercard’s long history in other markets will enable them to withstand pressure from new 
competitors”. 
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Notes to editors 

These figures and insights are based on RBR’s study, Global Payment Cards Data and Forecasts to 
2023. For more information about this report or to discuss the findings in more detail please email Daniel 
Dawson (daniel.dawson@rbrlondon.com) or call +44 20 8831 7310. 

RBR is a strategic research and consulting firm with three decades of experience in banking and retail 
automation, cards and payments. It assists its clients by providing independent advice and intelligence 
through published reports, consulting, newsletters and events. 

The information and data within this press release are the copyright of RBR, and may only be 
quoted with appropriate attribution to RBR. The information is provided free of charge and may 
not be resold. 


