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Wi-Fi is a network access portal that breeds endless commercial opportunities where 
companies can develop customized services and perform precision marketing. Baidu 
now charges more than a dollar per click for “commercial Wi-Fi” search results. 
According to iResearch’s 2015 Report on China’s Commercial Wi-Fi Industry, the 
commercial Wi-Fi market in China will amount to CNY3.26 billion at a growth rate 

of 77.8% by 2018. Hua Luke, CMO and founder of Treebear Network Company Ltd., in Hangzhou, 
recently shared their secrets to Wi-Fi success with WinWin.
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Seizing the next O2O portal

WinWin: Why are so many Internet giants 
expanding into Wi-Fi?

Hua Luke: Alibaba boasts an all-encompassing online 
platform, yet it lacks offline business presence. Therefore, 
the Internet giant resorted to Treebear, which they see as 
a medium that bridges online and offline (O2O). Tencent 
has also been seeking offline business channels. It is in 
urgent need of a partner that can reach offline businesses. 
Many Internet companies have no offline genes to help 
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them expand to the O2O industry, worth tens of billions 
of RMB.

WinWin: While exploring the commercial Wi-Fi 
market, what challenges has Treebear encountered in 
terms of price, product performance and investment?

Hua: Since our founding in September 2012, Treebear 
has grown into one of the biggest Wi-Fi providers in 
China through continuous R&D, partnerships with other 
industry players and nationwide channels. Currently 
our Wi-Fi solutions have been deployed in hundreds of 
thousands of shops around the country, with iResearch 



AUG 2015
7 8

statistics showing that Treebear has the most Wi-Fi 
hotspots in China. However, we face many challenges in 
terms of talent, cost control and technological investment. 
Treebear was founded by a group of people who originally 
worked in Internet companies. We had little knowledge 
of hardware. So we recruited many talented hardware 
employees last year. The Wi-Fi industry chain is a long 
one. Take the bottom-layer network, for example; no 
network can offer consumers high speed and smooth 
experience alone. The commercial Wi-Fi industry still has 
a long way to go before technologies reach a high level. 
Wi-Fi companies must have dozens or even hundreds of 
maintenance engineers for quick onsite troubleshooting. 
This is a costly and inefficient use of talent.

A blue ocean market
WinWin: What are the main business models for the 

commercial Wi-Fi market?
Hua: There are three main business models for Wi-

Fi companies. The first is the hardware model. Most 
companies adopting this model were originally engaged 
in network O&M. They did not enter the Wi-Fi industry 
for backend profit, but to improve the added value of 
their products. Their goal is to sell products to enterprise 
customers and provide long-term product maintenance. 
The hardware model is targeted at shopping malls, 
supermarkets, hotels and chain businesses, which place 
high demand on Wi-Fi networks. Startup companies 
can hardly meet their requirements. The three state-
owned telcos of China have already deployed hundreds of 
thousands of Wi-Fi hotspots around the country. 

The second is the advertisement model. When users 

access a Wi-Fi network, they will receive welcome pages, 
login ads, initial pages, and recommendations for app 
download, etc. 

The third is the value-added service (VAS) model, which 
is similar to the one Treebear adopted. In this model, Wi-
Fi companies sell Wi-Fi hardware to businesses at cost or 
extremely low prices. Users will not receive mandatory ads 
either, but the Wi-Fi providers offer other VAS such as 
data analysis, WeChat services, and booking & ordering 
services. Businesses can choose to buy these services on 
demand, and this model is quite different from the other 
two in that we provide businesses with wireless service 
that can promote their business development. Treebear 
works closely with perhaps more Internet companies than 
anyone else in the Wi-Fi industry. We are connected to 
many Internet services, including Alipay, Meituan (China’s 
Groupon) and Baidu Nuomi (another leading provider 
of group-buying services) and distribute these services 
through Wi-Fi networks rather than traditional display 
ads.

WinWin: Businesses can leverage Treebear’s Wi-Fi 
networks for precision marketing. Can you share some 
successful business practices?

Hua: We’ve seen success in two areas. One is network 
coverage; the other is commercial profitability. Our Wi-
Fi networks cover many of China’s famous business 
districts, including the Heaven Commercial Street in Xixi, 
Hangzhou. We worked with Xixi Heaven to distribute 
Alipay coupons. We can match their Alipay accounts based 
on their location, Wi-Fi login time and Wi-Fi identity. 
Treebear is the only Wi-Fi company with access to Alipay 
data interfaces. We can identify users’ consumption level 
and interests based on their Taobao shopping behaviors. 

— Hua Luke, CMO and founder of Treebear Network Company Ltd.

The commercial Wi-Fi industry still has a long way to go 
before technologies reach a high level. Wi-Fi companies must have 
dozens or even hundreds of maintenance engineers for quick onsite 
troubleshooting. This is a costly and inefficient use of talent.
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Then we will deliver coupons to them catering to their 
interests. However, the coupon distribution processes and 
backend logic are still a work in progress.

WinWin: Commercial Wi-Fi hotspots are often 
derided as “ad distribution routers.” How do you 
convince users to enjoy free Wi-Fi in a time where we 
are all troubled by excessive information being forced 
upon us?

Hua: First, the ads you deliver have to be of a high 
quality, that pluck strings in the consumers hearts. They 
have to cater to their interests. Second, you must display 
ads in an appropriate way. Most ads are displayed on portal 
pages, which pop-up after users connect to Wi-Fi; 80% of 
the user experience complaints are related to portal pages, 
and Treebear works constantly on removing them. We let 
users decide whether they want a pop-up portal page or 
not. And what’s more, if users connect to Treebear Wi-Fi 
via Alipay, no portal pages pop-up at all. We also attempt 
to deliver other customized information and ads to users 
so that they can benefit truly from commercial Wi-Fi.

Building a healthy ecosystem
WinWin: What kind of ecosystem is needed for 

commercial Wi-Fi prosperity?
Hua: The commercial Wi-Fi industry chain is a long 

one that involves carriers, equipment vendors, technical 
platform providers, Wi-Fi providers, backend carriers, 
third-party app developers and service providers. No 
single company can control the industry chain. At this 
year’s Treebear Wi-Fi Festival, we established the Wi-
Fi Innovation Industry Alliance, of which Huawei 

is a member. Together with specialized partners who 
contribute their own strengths, we can build a healthy and 
robust Wi-Fi ecosystem.

WinWin: Treebear has a dream to “offer free Wi-
Fi to a third of China’s population.” As a company 
headquartered in a cutting-edge city like Hangzhou, 
what kinds of efforts have Treebear made in joint 
collaboration with the governments?

Hua: Last year, the Zhejiang Province Economic and 
Information Technology Commission coordinated to set 
up the Zhejiang Wi-Fi Industry Alliance. In the next three 
years, members will cooperate to open or deploy more than 
300,000 wireless access points in Zhejiang Province, covering 
all cities and key towns (including Hangzhou). As a member 
of this alliance, Treebear will provide shops and businesses 
in Zhejiang with rich Wi-Fi services and a powerful Wi-
Fi platform. More and more governments wish to provide 
convenient Wi-Fi services to better serve and manage. 

WinWin: What is your expectation of Treebear’s 
future cooperation with Huawei?

Hua: Treebear is only a three-year-old startup with 
Internet genes. Huawei, on the other hand, boasts 
unparalleled strengths in network and hardware. 
Huawei can supply Treebear with Wi-Fi hardware and 
technology, allowing us to focus on value operation. 
Products for commercial Wi-Fi are quite different from 
those for traditional Wi-Fi. Many hardware vendors, 
especially chipset makers, encounter a lot of problems 
in the commercial Wi-Fi arena. This is why we wish to 
collaborate with Huawei to explore appropriate hardware 
technologies for commercial Wi-Fi.  

Editor: Jason jason.patterson@huawei.com
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The commercial Wi-Fi industry chain is a long one that involves 
carriers, equipment vendors, technical platform providers, Wi-Fi providers, 

backend carriers, third-party app developers and service providers. 
No single company can control the industry chain.


