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Dissecting China’s Economy: 15 Chinese provinces and municipalities 
could by themselves qualify as Top-50 global economies 

China SignPost™ 洞察中国–“Clear, high-impact China analysis.”© 

As China reports strong national GDP growth for 2010 (10.3%), we think it is interesting and 
worthwhile to see how the economic output of China’s provinces individually compares to those 
of national economies around the world in both aggregate and per capita terms. Our analysis 
uses nominal GDP data since the Chinese government, to the best of our awareness, does not 
publicly report purchasing power parity (PPP) adjusted data on the provincial level.1 

This note provides a portrait that takes readers beyond the oft-resorted to conception of China 
as a monolithic behemoth of economic activity. We think this portrait helps reflect the 
magnitude of economic activity in different regions of China.  

Exhibit 1: Nominal GDP by province and most comparable national economy, 2009 
provinces numbered in shaded key 

 

Source:  World Bank, NBS China, Maps of the World, China SignPost™ 

                                                           
1
 Along with data availability concerns, key factors that would affect PPP valuation of China’s GDP such as inflation 

and currency valuation are moving targets and problematize cross-country comparisons. 
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Exhibit 2: China per capita GDP data by province and closest foreign economy equivalents 
(nominal, 2009), provinces numbered in shaded key 

 
Source:  World Bank, NBS China, Maps of the World, China SignPost™ 

In 2009, Guangdong, Shandong, and Jiangsu all had provincial GDP of between US$574 billion 
and US$508 billion in 2009. The closest national economies to this range are Indonesia (US$540 
billion) and Switzerland (US$491 billion). The remaining Chinese provinces have GDPs ranging 
from US$345 billion for Zhejiang, whose economy approximates Iran’s in size, to Tibet at US$6.6 
billion, which has roughly the GDP of Benin.  

Exhibit 2 shows per capita nominal GDP figures for all of China’s provinces and municipalities. In 
per capita terms, Shanghai was the richest Chinese administrative region in 2009, with per 
capita GDP of US$11,733, followed by Beijing (US$10,674 and Tianjin (US$9,635). The provinces 
of central China2, a high-population and high-potential area for future robust economic growth, 
had an average per capita GDP of just under US$3,000, in the range of Cape Verde and Tonga. 
The region had an aggregate nominal GDP of US$1.2 trillion in 2009, roughly equivalent to the 
GDP of Russia. Exhibit 3A and Exhibit 3B provide the breakdown figures for aggregate GDP by 
province (nominal, 2009) and per capita GDP by province, respectively. 

                                                           
2
 Hebei, Hubei, Anhui, Henan, Sichuan, Chongqing, and Jiangxi. 
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Sichuan’s aggregate GDP is roughly the same size as that of Shanghai, which has less than ¼ the 
population. This disparity suggests that China’s Central region will remain a strong growth area 
for commodity and consumer goods demand for a number of years to come. A key implication is 
that providers of natural resource, construction equipment, autos, and other goods will need to 
consider focusing their China sales strategies on the regional pockets with the strongest demand 
potential. 

Implications 

Despite China’s strong economic growth over the past three decades, the country’s nominal per 
capita GDP level remains much lower than those of the other largest global economies. If China 
aspires to achieve a nominal national per capita GDP of even ¼ that of the U.S (~US$47,000), the 
remaining room for growth is massive, a reality that transcends the incessant focus on tenths 
percentage points in forecasts of China’s GDP. Achieving such a benchmark would require China 
to reach a nominal national per capita GDP slightly higher than that of Shanghai today. 

The only regions of China that currently enjoy an income level in the US$12,000 –to-$9,000 
range are the municipalities of Shanghai, Beijing, and Tianjin, which account for only about 4% 
of the country’s population. As the other 96% of China’s population continues to seek a modern 
consumer lifestyle, the potential for further natural resource demand growth is considerable 
and will deserve close attention since many key raw materials already face geological and other 
constraints that hinder supply expansions.  

Exhibit 3A:  China aggregate GDP by province (nominal, 2009) 
Billion USD 
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Exhibit 3B:  China per capita GDP by province (nominal, 2009) 
USD 

 
Source: NBS China, China SignPost™  
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About Us 
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China SignPost™ aims to provide high-quality China analysis and policy 

recommendations in a concise, accessible form for people whose lives are being affected 

profoundly by China’s political, economic, and security development. We believe that by 

presenting practical, apolitical China insights we can help citizens around the world form 

holistic views that are based on facts, rather than political rhetoric driven by vested 

interests. We aim to foster better understanding of key internal developments in China, 

its use of natural resources, its trade policies, and its military and security issues. 

China SignPost™ 洞察中国 founders Dr. Andrew Erickson and Mr. Gabe Collins have 

more than a decade of combined government, academic, and private sector experience 

in Mandarin Chinese language-based research and analysis of China. Dr. Erickson is an 

associate professor at the U.S. Naval War College and fellow in the Princeton-Harvard 

China and the World Program. Mr. Collins is a commodity and security specialist focused 

on China and Russia. 

The authors have published widely on maritime, energy, and security issues relevant to 

China. An archive of their work is available at www.chinasignpost.com. 
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