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Everything you need to know to get your Chinese visa — without the

headache

Abstract: A step-by-step guide for first-time foreign visitors applying for a Chinese visa in 2026. Covers visa types, required

documents, the online application process, and pro tips to avoid common mistakes.
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Welcome to the Visa Maze (We'll Get You
Through It)

Getting a Chinese visa sounds scarier than it is. Think of it as a seven-step checklist — pick

the right visa, fill out a form, upload some documents, wait a few days, show up in person,

pay, and collect your passport. That's it. No tricks, no hidden traps. This guide walks you

through the entire 2026 process, soup to nuts.

Golden rule: Choose the correct visa type from the start. Picking the
wrong category is the #1 reason applications get rejected.

Step 1: Pick Your Visa Type

China has a visa for almost every reason you might visit. The good news? Most travellers

only need one of five common types. Here's the full map so you know exactly where you

land.

Visa Who It's For Stay Duration

L (Tourist)
Sightseeing, visiting
friends/family

Typically 30–90 days

M (Business)
Trade, exhibitions,
commercial activities

Typically 30–90 days

F (Exchange)
Cultural exchange, visits,
study tours

Typically 30–90 days

Z (Work) Employed in China Up to 1 year (renewable)

X1 / X2 (Study)
X1: Degree programmes
(>180 days); X2: Short
courses (≤180 days)

Aligned to programme length

Q1 / Q2 (Family)
Q1: Long-term family reunion
(>180 days); Q2: Short family
visit (≤180 days)

Q1 leads to residence permit;
Q2 is short-stay
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S1 / S2 (Private)
Visiting family members who
live in China for work/study

S1 >180 days; S2 ≤180 days

G (Transit)
Passing through China to a
third country

72/144 hours visa-free or
transit visa

C (Crew)
Airline, ship, train crew
members

Per assignment

J1 / J2 (Journalist)
J1: Resident foreign press
(>180 days); J2: Short-term
reporting

Per assignment

R (Talent)
High-level specialists /
urgently needed talent

Case by case

D (Permanent)
Permanent residence
applicants

Permanent

Complete Chinese visa type reference. Most first-time visitors need L, M, F, X2, or Z.

Pro tip: If you're not sure which visa fits your trip, go with the one that
matches your primary purpose. 'I want to do some sightseeing while on a
business trip' = M visa, not L.

Step 2: The Universal Document Checklist

Before you touch the online form, gather these basics. Every applicant needs them, no

exceptions.

1. A passport valid for at least 6 months beyond your planned entry date.

2. A recent passport-style photo: white background, no filters, no sunglasses, face clearly

visible.

3. Proof of legal residence (only if you're applying from a country that's not your nationality

— e.g. a US citizen applying in Thailand).

4. A printed, signed visa application form (you'll generate this in Step 3).

Depending on your visa type, you'll also need extra documents. Skip ahead to the 'Extra

Documents by Visa Type' section to see exactly what's required for your category.
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Step 3: Fill Out the Online Application

China's visa application is now fully online. No paper forms to chase down at an embassy.

Here's how to do it without tearing your hair out.

1. Create an account on the official China Visa Application Service Centre website for your

country.

2. Fill in every field exactly as it appears on your passport — name, date of birth, passport

number, the works. Even a small mismatch can bounce your application.

3. Enter your travel itinerary honestly: purpose of visit, planned arrival/departure dates,

cities you'll visit, and where you're staying.

4. Triple-check everything. Once you hit submit, you cannot edit the form.

5. Print the signature page and sign it by hand. Digital signatures don't count.

Heads up: The system can be slow and occasionally fussy about photo
uploads. If your photo gets rejected, try resizing it to exactly the specified
dimensions (usually 33mm × 48mm, 300dpi).

Step 4: Upload Documents & Submit

With your form complete, upload every document the system asks for. Quality matters here

— blurry scans or cropped pages will get flagged.

• Make sure every page is fully visible, no fingers covering corners, no glare from

overhead lights.

• PDFs are usually safest for multi-page documents. JPG/PNG works for single images.

• File sizes typically cap at 2–5MB per upload. Compress if needed.

Once everything looks clean, submit. You'll get an application reference number. Save it —

you'll need it to check your status.

Step 5: Wait for Online Review (About 3
Working Days)
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Your application now enters the online■■ (preliminary review). This usually takes around

three working days. You'll see one of three statuses in the system.

Status What It Means What You Do

Under Review
Normal queue. Nothing
wrong, just waiting.

Wait patiently.

Materials Correction Needed
Something is missing, wrong,
or unclear.

Check the flagged items, fix
them, and re-upload.

Approved Everything checks out.
Print your Visa Application
Confirmation and prepare for
the in-person visit.

Three possible outcomes during the online review phase.

Don't panic if you get a correction request. It's common and fixable. Just
follow the email instructions, upload the corrected documents, and wait
for re-review.

Step 6: In-Person Submission at the Visa
Centre

Once approved online, you need to show up in person at your nearest Chinese Visa

Application Service Centre. Bring the following — forgetting any of these means a wasted

trip.

1. Your original passport.

2. The printed, hand-signed visa application form.

3. Your Visa Application Confirmation (the one you printed after online approval).

4. Any additional documents the centre specifically requested.

5. One physical passport photo (bring a spare, just in case).

The staff will check your documents, ask any follow-up questions, and give you a collection

receipt. Keep that receipt safe — you can't collect your passport without it.
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Step 7: Pay, Collect, and Verify

At the centre, you'll pay the visa fee on the spot. Fees vary by nationality and visa type, but

typically range from roughly USD 30–140 for standard processing. Express service costs

more.

After paying, you'll receive a collection receipt with a pickup date. Usually 4–7 working days

for standard service, or 2–3 days for express.

Critical final check: When you pick up your passport, immediately verify
every detail on the visa sticker — your name, passport number, visa
validity dates, allowed duration of stay, and number of entries. If anything
is wrong, tell the staff immediately. Fixing errors after you leave is much
harder.

Extra Documents by Visa Type

Here are the additional documents you'll need beyond the universal basics, broken down by

the most common visa categories.

Visa Type Extra Documents Required

L (Tourist)
Return flight booking; hotel reservation(s) or
invitation letter from a Chinese host; travel
itinerary

M (Business)
Invitation letter from the Chinese inviting
company; business licence copy (sometimes
requested)

Z (Work)
Notification Letter of Foreigner's Work Permit;
any additional docs requested by the employer

X1 (Study >180d)
Original and photocopy of the JW201 or
JW202 form (Visa Application for Study in
China)

X2 (Study ≤180d)
Admission letter from the Chinese school;
JW202 form (if applicable)
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Q1 (Family >180d)
Inviter's ID proof; kinship certificate; for
foster-care cases: notarised foster commission
+ acceptance letter

Q2 (Family ≤180d) Inviter's ID proof; kinship certificate

Supplementary documents required for each common visa category.

Note for Q1 holders: After entering China on a Q1 visa, you must apply for
a residence permit at the local Exit & Entry Administration within 30 days.
Don't forget — it's not automatic.

The Whole Thing in One Flow

If you're a visual learner, here's the bird's-eye view of the entire process from start to finish.



CHINA VISA APPLICATION GUIDE 2026 August 2026

Ready? China! 7

Figure 1: Simplified China visa application flowchart.

Quick Tips to Stay Sane
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• Apply early. Don't book non-refundable flights until your visa is in hand. Standard

processing takes 1–2 weeks total; express still needs several days.

• Be honest. Fabricated itineraries or overstated purposes are easy to spot and will get

you rejected — possibly with a blacklist flag.

• Keep copies. Scan every document before you submit. If something goes missing,

you'll be glad you did.

• Check the photo rules. China's visa photo requirements are strict: bare forehead,

neutral expression, white background, no jewellery that obscures facial features.

• Use the official centre. China outsources visa processing to official Visa Application

Service Centres in most countries. Book your appointment through their official website

— not third-party agents.

Need More Help?

This guide covers the standard process for most applicants in 2026. Rules can shift slightly

by country and over time, so always double-check the official China Visa Application

Service Centre website for your location before you apply.

For city guides, transport tips, payment setup, and honest local advice on what to actually

do once you land, head to www.readychinatravel.com. We've got your back from visa to

vaccination to venturing out.

Ready? China! — Real tips. Real voice. Real China.


