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1. Understanding Your Contract 
China is one of the most lucrative basketball markets in the world. It is also one of the most 
complex when it comes to understanding what you are actually signing. The CBA has gone 
through significant changes in recent years, including salary caps, import player limits, and team 
financial restructuring. Before you sign anything, you need to understand the structure of how 
contracts actually work here. 

 

Contract Structure Basics 
Chinese basketball contracts typically include a base salary, a housing allowance, a car 
allowance, and sometimes a meal stipend. The base salary is what you will negotiate, but the 
allowances are often where teams hide value or reduce net pay. Always get every component 
itemized separately in writing. 

•​ Base salary is almost always quoted gross. Taxes in China for foreign athletes are 
significant and must be factored in before you agree to any number. 

•​ Housing allowances may be paid directly to a landlord by the club, meaning you never 
touch that money. Make sure your contract specifies if housing is a cash allowance or 
club-arranged accommodation. 

•​ Car allowances are common but inconsistently applied. Get it in writing and define 
whether it includes a driver. 

•​ Flight allowances should cover economy or business class depending on your 
negotiation. Specify the number of round trips per season. 

 

Import Player Limits and How They Affect You 
The CBA allows each team two import players per game, though rosters can carry more. In 
recent seasons the league introduced a rule that one import must be from an African country for 
some period of the game. These rules shift frequently and directly affect playing time, contract 
value, and leverage. 

IMPORTANT: Import Rule Volatility 
CBA import rules have changed multiple times in recent seasons. What was true when your 
agent negotiated last year may not be true now. 
Always verify the current import policy with someone who has played in China within the last 12 
months before signing. 
Your playing time guarantees are meaningless if the league changes the import rules 
mid-season. 

 

Release Clauses 
Release clauses in Chinese contracts are more common than in many other leagues, but they 
are often written to benefit the club, not the player. Pay close attention to the conditions that 
allow a team to terminate your contract early. 



•​ Clubs can sometimes invoke a release based on injury status, performance benchmarks, 
or league standing. These are almost always vague and subject to club interpretation. 

•​ Player-initiated release clauses are rare. If you want one, negotiate it explicitly and have 
a specific buyout number attached to it. 

•​ Do not assume a verbal agreement about a release clause will be honored. It must be in 
the written contract. 

 

Payment Currency and Conversion 
Salaries in China are typically paid in Chinese Yuan (RMB/CNY). Your contract may quote a 
figure in USD for clarity, but payment will come in RMB at whatever exchange rate the club 
uses. This matters. 

•​ Always specify in your contract whether conversion is at the rate on the day of payment 
or at a fixed agreed-upon rate. 

•​ Wire transfers from China to U.S. bank accounts can be delayed by government capital 
controls. Players regularly wait weeks for international transfers. Build this into your cash 
flow planning. 

•​ Some players negotiate to have a portion of their salary paid directly to a U.S. account. 
This is worth attempting. 

Item What to Know 

Payment Frequency Typically monthly, sometimes bi-monthly 

Currency Chinese Yuan (RMB / CNY) 

Wire Transfer Delays Common — often 1 to 4 weeks for international 

Capital Controls China limits how much money can leave the country annually 

USD Contracts Quoted in USD but paid in RMB at club exchange rate 
 



2. Work Visa and Residency in China 
Getting legally authorized to work in China as a professional athlete is a multi-step process that 
your club is supposed to manage, but the responsibility for ensuring it is done correctly 
ultimately falls on you. Do not assume the club has handled your paperwork correctly until you 
have seen every document yourself. 

 

The Visa Process 
Professional athletes in China typically enter on a Z visa, which is a work visa. Before you can 
get a Z visa, you must have a work permit issued by the Chinese government. The club applies 
for this on your behalf. 

1.​ Club submits your work permit application to local labor authorities in China. 
2.​ Once approved, you receive a work permit notification letter. 
3.​ You apply for a Z visa at a Chinese consulate or embassy in the U.S. using that letter. 
4.​ After entering China on the Z visa, you apply for a Residence Permit, which replaces the 

visa and allows you to stay for the season. 
5.​ The Residence Permit is tied to your employer (the club). If you change clubs, the permit 

must be updated. 

 

Do Not Enter on a Tourist Visa 
Some clubs will tell you to enter China on a tourist visa (L visa) and convert it later. This is legally 
problematic and puts you at risk. 
Working in China on a tourist visa is illegal. If discovered, you can be fined, detained, or 
deported. 
If a club cannot get your work permit processed before your arrival, push back hard. It is their 
legal obligation to do this correctly. 

 

Residence Permit 
The Residence Permit (居留许可) is what you will actually use during the season. It functions 
like a long-stay visa and is stamped into your passport. It includes your employer name and is 
valid for the duration your club specifies, usually one year. 

•​ Keep your passport and Residence Permit with you or in a safe, accessible place at all 
times. 

•​ Foreign nationals in China are required to register their address with local police within 
24 hours of moving or arriving at a new location. Your club should handle hotel 
registration, but if you are in an apartment, verify it is done. 

•​ If your Residence Permit expires while you are still playing, the club is responsible for 
renewal. Do not let it lapse. 

 

Leaving and Re-Entering China 



Your Residence Permit allows multiple entries during its validity period. If you travel home during 
breaks, you can return without getting a new visa. However, carry all your documents every time 
you travel. 

•​ Check that your passport has at least six months of validity beyond your Residence 
Permit expiration date before traveling. 

•​ China border control can be strict. Carry printed copies of your contract, work permit, 
and Residence Permit whenever you travel internationally. 

Document Details 

Entry Visa Type Z Visa (work) 

Work Authorization Work Permit (issued by club) 

Long-Stay Document Residence Permit (多次入境) 

Police Registration Required within 24 hours of address change 

Passport Validity Required At least 6 months beyond Residence Permit expiry 

Visa on Arrival Not available for U.S. citizens for work purposes 
 



3. Taxes: What You Owe and Where 
China taxes foreign athletes and you are also required to file with the IRS in the United States. 
This dual obligation is one of the most financially consequential things you will deal with playing 
in China, and most players do not fully understand it until they are already behind. 

 

China Individual Income Tax (IIT) 
China has a progressive individual income tax system. As a foreign athlete, you are subject to 
IIT on income earned in China. Tax rates range from 3% to 45% depending on your income 
bracket. At CBA salary levels, most import players are in the highest brackets. 

Annual Income (RMB) Tax Rate 

Up to RMB 36,000/yr 3% 

RMB 36,001 – 144,000/yr 10% 

RMB 144,001 – 300,000/yr 20% 

RMB 300,001 – 420,000/yr 25% 

RMB 420,001 – 660,000/yr 30% 

RMB 660,001 – 960,000/yr 35% 

Over RMB 960,000/yr 45% 

 
CBA salaries for import players typically place you in the 35% to 45% bracket. This is not 
optional and it is not negotiable. Your club will withhold taxes on your behalf in most cases, but 
verify this is happening. 

 

Tax-Free Allowances 
China allows certain allowances to be treated as tax-free for foreign employees, which can 
meaningfully reduce your overall tax burden. This is one area where how your contract is 
structured matters significantly. 

•​ Housing allowances paid directly to a landlord or reimbursed by the club with receipts 
may be tax-exempt. 

•​ Meal subsidies and laundry allowances are partially tax-exempt up to certain limits. 
•​ Flight reimbursements for home travel may be excluded from taxable income if 

documented properly. 
•​ Make sure your agent and accountant structure your contract to take full advantage of 

these exemptions. A poorly structured contract at the same gross salary can result in 
significantly higher taxes paid. 

 

U.S. Tax Obligations 



You are a U.S. citizen or resident. You owe taxes to the IRS on your worldwide income. Playing 
in China does not change this. 

•​ The Foreign Earned Income Exclusion (FEIE) allows you to exclude a portion of 
foreign-earned income from U.S. taxation if you qualify. For 2024 the exclusion was 
approximately $126,500. 

•​ The Foreign Tax Credit allows you to offset U.S. taxes with taxes already paid to China, 
reducing double taxation. 

•​ FBAR filing is required if your foreign bank account balances exceed $10,000 at any 
point during the year. Penalties for failure to file are severe. 

•​ FATCA reporting may also apply depending on your account balances. 

Hire a CPA Who Specializes in Expat Athletes 
A general tax preparer or standard online tax software will not handle your situation correctly. 
The combination of Chinese IIT, the FEIE, foreign tax credits, FBAR, and state tax obligations 
requires someone who has done this before specifically for overseas athletes. 
Getting this wrong costs more than the accountant does. OverseasX can connect you with the 
right resources. 

 



4. Healthcare and Insurance 
China has a large and growing healthcare system, but navigating it as a foreign player requires 
understanding where to go and how to pay. Your club is responsible for providing medical care 
related to your playing duties, but what that actually covers varies widely. 

 

Club-Provided Medical Care 
CBA clubs are required to provide medical coverage for injuries sustained during team activities, 
training, and games. In practice this means: 

•​ Team doctors are present at practices and games. They handle immediate and routine 
care. 

•​ For serious injuries, clubs typically direct players to specific hospitals or clinics they have 
relationships with. 

•​ Coverage is generally limited to sports-related injuries. Illness, dental, vision, and 
non-sports medical needs may not be covered. 

 

Private International Hospitals 
Major Chinese cities have international hospitals and clinics staffed by English-speaking doctors 
and designed for expats. These are significantly more expensive than local hospitals but far 
easier to navigate as a non-Chinese speaker. 

•​ Beijing: Beijing United Family Hospital, Peking Union Medical College Hospital 
(international wing) 

•​ Shanghai: Parkway Health, Shanghai United Family Hospital 
•​ Guangzhou: Guangzhou United Family Hospital 
•​ Chengdu: Chengdu United Family Hospital 

Keep a list of the nearest international clinic wherever you are based. Do not wait until you have 
an emergency to figure out where to go. 

 

International Health Insurance 
Your club coverage will not cover everything. Carry your own international health insurance 
policy throughout your time in China. This is not optional. 

•​ Your policy should cover emergency evacuation, which can cost $100,000 or more if you 
need to be airlifted out of a remote city. 

•​ Make sure mental health services are included. Living in China as an American athlete, 
especially in smaller cities, can be genuinely isolating. 

•​ Confirm your policy covers the full duration of your contract including any extension 
options. 

Language Barrier in Medical Settings 
Outside of international hospitals and major cities, English-speaking medical staff are rare. 



Download a translation app that works offline. Keep a written card in Chinese with your blood 
type, any allergies, and emergency contacts. 
Your club should have a liaison who can accompany you to medical appointments. Make sure 
you know who that person is before you need them. 

 



5. Laws That Will Surprise You 
China operates under a legal system that is fundamentally different from the United States. As a 
foreign national, you are a guest in the country and the protections you are accustomed to at 
home do not apply here. Understanding what can get you in serious trouble is not optional 
reading. 

 

Internet and Social Media 
This is probably the most immediate adjustment you will make. The Chinese internet is heavily 
censored and regulated through what is commonly called the Great Firewall. 

•​ Google, Gmail, YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter/X, WhatsApp, and most Western 
social media platforms are blocked. 

•​ A VPN (Virtual Private Network) allows you to bypass these restrictions and most expats 
use one. However, VPN use is technically illegal in China for individuals without 
government approval. In practice, enforcement against individual foreign users is rare 
but not impossible. 

•​ Use Chinese alternatives for daily communication: WeChat (messaging and payments), 
Weibo (social media), Baidu (search), and Alipay or WeChat Pay for transactions. 

•​ Do not post politically sensitive content about China, Tibet, Taiwan, Hong Kong, or the 
Chinese government on any platform, including your U.S.-based social media accounts. 
This has caused problems for athletes in the past. 

 

Drug Laws 
China has some of the strictest drug laws in the world. There is no gray area here. 

•​ Possession of marijuana, even in small amounts, is a criminal offense and can result in 
detention, fines, deportation, or prison. 

•​ The fact that marijuana is legal in your home state is completely irrelevant in China. 
•​ Random drug testing of foreign nationals by police does occur, especially in 

entertainment areas of major cities. 
•​ If a teammate or acquaintance is using drugs, remove yourself from the situation 

immediately. Presence alone can create legal exposure. 

Supplements and CBD 
Many common U.S. supplements contain substances that are banned in China or that could 
trigger a positive drug test under Chinese standards. 
CBD products are illegal in China. Do not bring them in your bags. 
Check every supplement you take with a professional before bringing it to China. Customs can 
test items in your luggage. 

 

Photography and Restricted Areas 



Photographing military installations, government buildings, sensitive infrastructure, or border 
areas is illegal. This applies to casual photos taken by tourists and expats alike. When in doubt, 
do not take the photo. 

 

Political Expression 
Freedom of speech as Americans understand it does not exist in China. Publicly criticizing the 
government, the Communist Party, or senior officials can result in detention or deportation. This 
includes posts made on U.S.-based social media that are accessible to Chinese nationals or 
that attract the attention of Chinese authorities. 

•​ Be aware that WeChat communications are monitored. 
•​ Do not engage in political conversations at team events or in public settings. 
•​ If asked by anyone to participate in political activities, decline politely and contact your 

agent. 

 

Law Enforcement and Legal Representation 
If you are detained by Chinese police, you have the right to contact the U.S. Embassy or a 
consulate. Request consular access immediately and do not sign any documents you do not 
fully understand. 

•​ Register with the U.S. Embassy's Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (STEP) before 
you travel. This allows the Embassy to contact you in an emergency. 

•​ Keep the U.S. Embassy Beijing number saved: +86 10 8531 4000 
•​ U.S. Embassy in Beijing: 55 Anjialou Road, Chaoyang District, Beijing 

 



6. Culture and Daily Life 
China is one of the most distinct cultural adjustments you will make as a professional basketball 
player. Players who go in prepared tend to last. Players who go in expecting a variation of 
European basketball often struggle off the court even when things are going well on it. 

 

Language 
Mandarin Chinese is the official language of mainland China. In major cities you will find some 
English in hotels, international restaurants, and tourist areas, but in most day-to-day settings 
outside of those zones, you will need help. Do not assume your club will always provide a 
translator. 

•​ Download WeChat before you arrive. It is essential for daily communication, payments, 
ordering food, and staying in contact with teammates and club staff. 

•​ Learn 20 to 30 basic Mandarin phrases before you arrive. Numbers, greetings, pointing 
at a menu, and basic directions go a long way. 

•​ Google Translate with photo mode works offline and can translate menus and signs in 
real time. 

 

Food 
Food in China is genuinely excellent but dramatically different from what you are used to. This is 
one of the most consistent adjustment issues players report. 

•​ Regional cuisine varies enormously. Sichuan food is intensely spicy. Cantonese food is 
lighter. Northeastern food is heavier and wheat-based. Shanghai food tends to be 
sweeter. 

•​ Western fast food (McDonald's, KFC, Pizza Hut) exists in most cities and is a reliable 
fallback when you need something familiar. 

•​ Grocery stores in major cities carry imported goods. Budget for them because they are 
expensive. 

•​ Pork is the dominant protein in Chinese cuisine. If you have dietary restrictions, 
communicate them clearly in writing in Chinese. 

•​ Tap water is not safe to drink in China. Use bottled water or a filtered pitcher for 
everything including brushing your teeth in some regions. 

 

Payments and Banking 
China has moved almost entirely to mobile payments. Cash is rarely used. WeChat Pay and 
Alipay handle nearly every transaction from street food to major purchases. 

•​ Setting up WeChat Pay requires a Chinese bank account or a foreign card linked 
through specific verification steps. Your club should help you set this up. 

•​ Bring enough U.S. dollars or a travel card for your first few weeks while you get the 
payment apps configured. 

•​ International credit cards (Visa, Mastercard) work at international hotels and some 
restaurants but are rejected in many everyday settings. 



 

Transportation 
China has world-class transportation infrastructure, especially in major cities. 

•​ The high-speed rail (高铁) network connects most major cities and is fast, affordable, 
and reliable. It is often faster than flying for distances under 500 miles. 

•​ Ride-sharing: DiDi is the Chinese equivalent of Uber and is widely used. Download it 
before you need it. 

•​ Subway systems in major cities are excellent, affordable, and have English signage. 
•​ Driving in China requires a Chinese driver's license. International licenses are not 

accepted. Most players do not drive themselves. 

 

Climate and Pollution 
China's climate varies dramatically by region. Northern cities like Beijing and Harbin have harsh 
winters with temperatures well below freezing. Southern cities like Guangzhou and Shenzhen 
are subtropical and humid year-round. 

•​ Air quality (AQI) can be a real issue in northern and industrial cities. On bad air days the 
AQI can reach levels considered hazardous. Download an air quality app and use a N95 
mask on high-pollution days. 

•​ If you have respiratory issues, factor the air quality of your city into your decision to sign 
with a team there. 

 

Time Zone 
All of China operates on a single time zone: China Standard Time (CST), which is UTC+8. 
There is no daylight saving time. This means: 

•​ When it is 8:00 AM in New York (EST), it is 9:00 PM in China the same day. 
•​ When it is 8:00 AM in Los Angeles (PST), it is midnight in China. 
•​ Scheduling calls with family back home requires planning. The overlap window is very 

narrow. 
 



7. Chinese Basketball League Structure 
Chinese basketball is organized under the Chinese Basketball Association (CBA), which is the 
primary governing body for professional basketball in mainland China. The league has grown 
significantly in profile and salary over the past decade, making it one of the top-paying overseas 
destinations for American players. 

 

CBA (Chinese Basketball Association League) 
The CBA is the top professional basketball league in China. It currently has 20 teams and is the 
destination for the overwhelming majority of import players coming from the United States and 
other countries. 

Category Details 

Teams 20 clubs 

Season October through April (approximate) 

Import Players per Roster Up to 4 (rules subject to change) 

Import Players per Game 2 per period, rules have varied by season 

Salary Range (Imports) Typically $200,000 to $1.5M+ USD equivalent per season 

Playoffs Top 8 teams qualify 

Relegation Bottom teams face relegation to NBL 

Governing Body Chinese Basketball Association (CBA) 

 

NBL (National Basketball League) 
The NBL is the second division of Chinese basketball. It functions as the development and 
promotion/relegation tier below the CBA. 

•​ NBL teams can also have import players, though at lower salaries than the CBA. 
•​ Teams promoted from the NBL move up to the CBA the following season. 
•​ Contracts in the NBL are significantly lower than CBA deals but can be a pathway in for 

players trying to build a China resume. 

 

WCBA (Women's Chinese Basketball Association) 
The WCBA is the top-level women's professional league in China. It also uses import players, 
including American players, and follows a similar structure to the CBA with some differences in 
import rules. 

 

Super League and Regional Leagues 



Below the NBL there are various regional and semi-professional competitions. These rarely 
involve American import players and generally have amateur or near-amateur compensation. 

 

Season Format 
The CBA regular season typically runs from October through February, with playoffs extending 
into April. The league takes breaks around Chinese New Year, which is one of the most 
important holidays in the country and falls between late January and mid-February depending 
on the year. 

•​ The Chinese New Year break can be one to two weeks. Teams may travel, players may 
go home. Confirm what is expected of you during this period before you sign. 

•​ The CBA All-Star Game is held during the season and is a significant media event in 
China. 

•​ International calendar conflicts (FIBA windows) can affect your availability if you play for 
a national team. The CBA has at times been resistant to releasing players for FIBA 
windows. Clarify this in your contract if it applies to you. 

 



8. City and Team Breakdown 
China is enormous and the experience of playing in Beijing is fundamentally different from 
playing in Xinjiang or Qingdao. Understanding what you are signing up for regionally is as 
important as the contract numbers. Here is what you need to know about the major CBA 
markets. 

 

Beijing — Beijing Royal Fighters / Beijing Ducks 
Beijing is the capital and one of the most internationally familiar cities in China. Living there is as 
close to a Western-style expat experience as you will find in mainland China. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Engaged and knowledgeable basketball fans. Beijing has a real basketball 
culture and the crowds are among the most vocal in the CBA. 

•​ Lifestyle: Large expat community, extensive international restaurant options, English 
more commonly spoken than elsewhere. Multiple international schools if you have family 
with you. 

•​ Climate: Cold, dry winters with heavy pollution days. Summers are hot. Air quality is a 
real concern from November through March. 

•​ Common Traps: Traffic in Beijing is brutal. Factor commute time into everything. The city 
is massive. 

 

Shanghai — Shanghai Sharks 
Shanghai is China's financial center and arguably the most cosmopolitan city in the country. If 
you want the closest thing to a Western city experience while playing in China, Shanghai is it. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Historically quieter than Beijing crowds. The Sharks have a loyal core 
fanbase but the arena atmosphere can feel reserved compared to other CBA markets. 

•​ Lifestyle: International food, nightlife, strong expat community, English widely spoken in 
commercial and entertainment districts. The highest cost of living of any Chinese city. 

•​ Climate: Hot, humid summers. Cool and damp winters. More mild than Beijing. 
•​ Common Traps: Cost of living is high. Your housing allowance will not go as far here. 

Negotiate accordingly. 

 

Guangzhou — Guangzhou Loong Lions 
Guangzhou is in southern China near Hong Kong and has historically been one of the stronger 
CBA franchises. The city has a long history of international trade and is more used to foreign 
visitors than many inland cities. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Passionate. The Loong Lions have a dedicated fanbase and playoff runs 
generate real energy. 

•​ Lifestyle: Subtropical climate, excellent Cantonese food, proximity to Hong Kong (about 
2 hours by train) provides a Western escape option. Less English than Shanghai but 
manageable. 

•​ Climate: Hot and humid year-round. Some of the best weather for outdoor activity in 
mainland China during winter. 



•​ Common Traps: The humidity takes adjustment. Food is genuinely different from the rest 
of China — lighter flavors, more seafood. If you are a heavy meat-eater accustomed to 
Northern Chinese food, the adjustment takes time. 

 

Shenzhen — Shenzhen Aviators 
Shenzhen borders Hong Kong and has become one of China's most modern and rapidly 
developed cities. It is young, tech-forward, and feels different from older Chinese cities. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Growing. The Aviators have been building their fanbase. Not the loudest 
arena in the CBA but improving. 

•​ Lifestyle: Very modern infrastructure, young population, tech industry presence. Easy 
access to Hong Kong. Good international food options. 

•​ Climate: Similar to Guangzhou — subtropical, warm year-round. Minimal winter. 

 

Shandong — Shandong Heroes 
Shandong is one of the historic powerhouses of the CBA and has won multiple championships. 
The team culture is serious and winning is expected. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Intense. Shandong fans take basketball seriously and the pressure to 
perform is real. The team is a consistent playoff contender. 

•​ Lifestyle: Jinan (the provincial capital where the team is based) is a smaller Chinese city 
by national standards. Less international infrastructure. You will need WeChat for almost 
everything. 

•​ Climate: Cold winters, hot summers. More northern weather pattern. 
•​ Common Traps: Less English spoken. The city is not designed for expat convenience. 

Players who do well here tend to be mentally tough and low-maintenance. 

 

Xinjiang — Xinjiang Flying Tigers 
Xinjiang is one of the most dominant franchises in CBA history and also one of the most 
geographically remote destinations in Chinese professional basketball. The team is based in 
Urumqi in far western China. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Exceptional. Xinjiang fans are among the most passionate in the entire 
CBA. The atmosphere in the arena is genuinely loud and intimidating for visiting teams. 

•​ Lifestyle: Urumqi is far from everything. It is a 4-plus hour flight from Beijing. There is 
very little expat infrastructure. The culture is distinctly Central Asian with a large Uyghur 
population alongside Han Chinese. Food is heavy on lamb and bread. 

•​ Climate: Extreme. Harsh cold winters. Hot dry summers. Altitude can be a factor. 
•​ Common Traps: The isolation is real. Players who sign with Xinjiang need to go in 

mentally prepared for limited outside contact, minimal international food options, and a 
genuinely different cultural environment from the rest of China. The money can be good. 
The lifestyle adjustment is significant. 

 

Liaoning — Liaoning Flying Leopards 



Liaoning is another historically strong CBA franchise, based in Shenyang in northeastern China. 
The team has championship pedigree and consistently competes at the top of the league. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Strong. Northeast China has a passionate sports culture and Liaoning 
games draw real attendance and energy. 

•​ Lifestyle: Shenyang is a major northeastern city. Cold winters. The city has its own 
character and infrastructure. 

•​ Climate: Northeastern China winters are serious. Temperatures below freezing are 
common from November through March. 

 

Zhejiang — Zhejiang Golden Bulls 
Zhejiang is based in Hangzhou, one of China's most pleasant and livable cities. It is close to 
Shanghai, has a strong local economy, and offers one of the better quality-of-life situations for 
import players in the CBA. 

•​ Crowd Vibe: Moderate but loyal. Not the loudest arena but a stable fanbase. 
•​ Lifestyle: Hangzhou is consistently rated as one of China's most livable cities. West Lake 

area is beautiful. The city is modern, clean, and has solid international infrastructure. 
Easy train access to Shanghai. 

•​ Climate: Mild and subtropical. Cool winters, warm summers. Rain is more common than 
northern cities. 

 



9. Salary Protection and Late Payments 
Payment issues in Chinese basketball are more common than the league's prestige would 
suggest. Teams that pay on time every month are the norm at the top of the CBA, but delayed 
payments, partial payments, and outright non-payment have occurred across the league's 
history, particularly with mid-tier clubs and NBL teams. 

 

What Your Contract Should Include 
•​ Specific payment dates — monthly or bi-monthly, with exact dates written in. 
•​ A penalty clause for late payment. This is negotiable and some teams will agree to 

interest on delayed salary. 
•​ A clause allowing player-initiated release if payments are delayed beyond a defined 

grace period (usually 30 to 45 days). 
•​ Clear language about what happens to salary if you are injured and cannot play. 

 

When Payments Are Late 
6.​ Document everything. Keep records of every payment received and every date it arrived. 
7.​ Notify your agent immediately when a payment is missed. Do not wait to see if it 

resolves itself. 
8.​ Your agent should escalate directly to the club's general manager or owner with a written 

notice referencing the contract terms. 
9.​ If the club does not respond within the grace period defined in your contract, a formal 

dispute can be filed with the CBA or through arbitration. 
10.​The CBA has a financial compliance oversight mechanism, though enforcement has 

historically been inconsistent. Having your agent well-connected to league officials 
matters here. 

 

Capital Controls Affect International Transfers 
Even when a club wants to pay you and has the funds, China's capital controls limit how much 
money can leave the country per year. 
International wire transfers can be delayed by government processing regardless of the club's 
intention. 
This is separate from a payment dispute but creates the same practical problem for you. Plan 
your cash flow accordingly. 

 

FIBA and Arbitration 
If a dispute cannot be resolved internally, formal mechanisms exist: 

•​ FIBA's Player Status and Transfer system governs international player contracts. A 
complaint can be filed with FIBA if your club is a member federation club, which all CBA 
clubs are. 



•​ CAS (Court of Arbitration for Sport) is the last-resort international arbitration body. This 
process is slow and expensive but provides a legal avenue. 

•​ The CBA itself has an internal arbitration process. Your agent should know this process 
and how to navigate it. 

The most effective leverage a player has is the threat to leave. A release clause tied to missed 
payments is the single best protection you can negotiate. 

 



10. Financial Setup in China 
Getting your financial infrastructure set up correctly from day one in China will save you 
significant headaches throughout the season. This section covers what you need to do, in order, 
when you arrive. 

 

Opening a Chinese Bank Account 
You need a Chinese bank account to receive your salary and to link to WeChat Pay and Alipay. 
The major banks with the most expat-friendly processes are Bank of China, ICBC, and China 
Merchants Bank. 

11.​Bring your passport, Residence Permit or Z visa, and club employment letter to the bank. 
12.​Some banks require a Chinese phone number on a local SIM, so get a SIM card first. 
13.​Request an account that supports international wire transfers. 
14.​You will receive a Chinese bank card (UnionPay) which functions for most local 

transactions. 

 

Getting a Chinese SIM Card 
A local SIM card is essential. The major carriers are China Mobile, China Unicom, and China 
Telecom. Most airports and shopping malls have carrier stores. Bring your passport. A local 
number is needed for many app registrations including WeChat verification and banking. 

 

WeChat Pay and Alipay 
These two apps handle virtually every financial transaction in China. Cash is rarely accepted or 
even expected in many settings. 

•​ WeChat Pay is embedded in the WeChat app. After linking a Chinese bank card, you 
can pay for food, transportation, utilities, and virtually anything else by scanning a QR 
code. 

•​ Alipay is the Alibaba product and works similarly. Many merchants accept both. 
•​ Both apps also handle domestic transfers to teammates, landlords, and service 

providers. 

 

Sending Money Home 
Getting your salary from your Chinese bank account to your U.S. account is one of the most 
important and sometimes frustrating financial tasks you will manage. 

•​ International wire transfers from Chinese banks to U.S. accounts require documentation: 
proof of income (your contract), tax clearance certificates showing you have paid 
Chinese taxes, and sometimes additional government approval. 

•​ China limits how much foreign currency individuals can exchange per year. The annual 
limit for Chinese nationals is $50,000 USD equivalent, but foreign workers have 
somewhat more flexibility with documented income. 



•​ Wire transfers to the U.S. typically take 3 to 10 business days but can take longer. 
•​ Services like Currencies Direct (an OverseasX partner) can help you manage currency 

exchange more efficiently than going through your bank directly. 
•​ Some players use their club's payroll office to facilitate USD payments to U.S. accounts. 

This is worth negotiating upfront in your contract. 

Item Notes 

Chinese Bank Account Required — needed for salary and mobile payments 

Local SIM Card Required — needed for app registration and daily use 

WeChat Pay Essential — covers most daily transactions 

Alipay Useful backup to WeChat Pay 

U.S. Bank Account Keep active — needed for receiving international transfers 

VPN Useful for accessing blocked apps — use carefully 
 



11. Legal Risk Summary 
This section summarizes the areas of highest legal exposure for American players in China. 
Read it before you travel. 

 
Risk Area What You Need to Know 

Drug Possession Criminal offense. No tolerance. Can result in detention, 
deportation, or prison. No exceptions for CBD or U.S.-legal 
substances. 

Working on Wrong Visa Entering on tourist visa and working is illegal. Club must process 
Z visa and work permit before arrival. 

Political Speech Public criticism of the government or Communist Party, including 
on U.S.-based social media, can result in detention or 
deportation. 

Photography in Restricted 
Areas 

Photographing military installations, government infrastructure, 
or border areas is illegal. 

VPN Use Technically illegal for individuals. Enforcement against foreigners 
is rare but possible. 

Failure to Register Address Foreign nationals must register with local police within 24 hours 
of changing address. Club handles hotels; apartment 
registration is your responsibility to confirm. 

Supplement and Banned 
Substance Testing 

Chinese anti-doping standards may differ from WADA. Customs 
can test items in luggage. Verify all supplements before 
traveling. 

Failure to File U.S. Taxes FBAR violations carry severe penalties. The IRS does not care 
where you live. File correctly every year. 

Contract Disputes Chinese courts favor local entities. Have your contract reviewed 
by someone with China-specific sports law experience before 
signing. 

 

U.S. Embassy Contact Information 
U.S. Embassy Beijing: +86 10 8531 4000 
U.S. Consulate Shanghai: +86 21 8011 2200 
U.S. Consulate Guangzhou: +86 20 3814 5000 
U.S. Consulate Chengdu: +86 28 8558 3992 
STEP Registration: step.state.gov (register before travel) 

 



12. Key Takeaways 
China is one of the highest-paying destinations in professional basketball and also one of the 
most complex. Players who go in prepared and who treat it like a business from day one tend to 
have strong experiences. Players who go in without doing their homework often find themselves 
surprised by things that were entirely predictable. 

 

Before You Sign 
•​ Verify the current CBA import rules with someone who played there this season. 
•​ Get every component of your compensation itemized in writing: base salary, housing, 

flights, car, meals. 
•​ Negotiate a release clause tied to missed payments with a specific trigger date. 
•​ Have a China-experienced attorney review your contract before you sign it. 
•​ Understand what your gross salary means in net terms after Chinese IIT. 

 

Before You Travel 
•​ Confirm your Z visa and work permit are processed. Do not enter on a tourist visa. 
•​ Register with the U.S. Embassy STEP program. 
•​ Download WeChat, DiDi, a VPN, and an air quality app before you board the plane. 
•​ Carry printed copies of your contract, work permit, and passport on every international 

trip. 
•​ Brief your accountant on your China contract so they can prepare for FBAR filing and 

foreign tax credit planning. 

 

When You Arrive 
•​ Get a local SIM card immediately at the airport. 
•​ Open a Chinese bank account within the first week. 
•​ Locate the nearest international hospital or clinic in your city. 
•​ Confirm your address registration with local police through your club. 
•​ Set up WeChat Pay and familiarize yourself with mobile payments before you need 

them. 

 

During the Season 
•​ Track every salary payment date and amount. Keep records. 
•​ Communicate payment issues to your agent immediately, not weeks later. 
•​ Do not post politically sensitive content on any social media platform. 
•​ Check your supplement intake against Chinese anti-doping standards before bringing 

anything new. 



•​ Find your community — the expat and international athletic network in your city. Isolation 
is a real challenge in many Chinese markets. 

 

OverseasX Is Here 
If you are dealing with a payment dispute, a contract issue, a visa problem, or just need to talk to 
someone who has been through it, reach out through theoverseasx.com. 
With OverseasX, you'll never have to walk this journey alone. 
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