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Where will business opportunities in urban China arise as a result of rapid increases in 
populations, incomes, infrastructure and economic activity? Five years ago The Economist 

Intelligence Unit (The EIU) looked to answer that question. We devised an emerging city rankings 
index and published a report on the subject, CHAMPS: China’s fastest growing cities, which highlighted 
the rise of inland Chinese cities. It identified 2007 as a pivotal year for the economy, when inland China 
started to grow at a faster rate than the more developed coastal region. The aforementioned CHAMPS 
came not from the east, but from north-eastern, central and western parts of the country: Chongqing, 
Hefei, Anshan, Maanshan, Pingdingshan and Shenyang. 

But five years is a long time for any economy, especially one changing as quickly as China’s. In the 
period since we published CHAMPS, a new national leadership has been installed, with a different set 
of priorities. In 2010 the government was still in stimulus mode, focused on responding to the events 
of the 2008-09 global financial crisis. Now, the priority is unwinding the credit bubble and excess 
industrial capacity that formed during that period. Structural reforms to put the economy on a more 
balanced, sustainable path, with growth driven by consumption rather than investment, have been 
promised.  

These changes have persuaded us that it is an opportune time to update our analysis of China’s 
most promising cities. Prospects have altered dramatically over the past five years. Many have found 
themselves exposed to weaker domestic demand for commodities. Others have seen the bursting of 
real-estate markets. Some cities have taken to heart the central government’s advice to focus on 
industrial innovation, environmental sustainability and urban liveability. All have been grappling with 
the consequences of tighter restrictions on debt issuance and a crackdown on investment incentive 
policies. 

Our emerging city rankings index aims to identify fast-growing cities. As such, it is based on growth 
indicators, such as changes in GDP, population, income and infrastructure. The index combines historic 
data with forecasts provided by Access China, our China Regional Forecasting Service. 

Introduction
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Access China

Access China is The EIU’s unique service that will 
help your business to succeed in China. It is the only 
single source of data, analysis and forecasts for all 31 
provinces and 287 of China’s largest cities, providing 
you with a comprehensive understanding of China 
today, but more importantly giving you confidence 
that you will still understand China in ten and twenty 
years’ time.

What will Access China allow you to do?

l Benchmark in detail provinces and prefectures of 
China using consistent and comparable data.

l Understand the market potential for your products 
and services in any location within China. 

l Investigate operating costs, infrastructure 
development and labour markets to help you to make 
investment decisions.

l Monitor what other businesses are doing in various 
regions.

l Gain a forward-looking perspective on how fast 
China’s cities and its regions are growing.

l Feed reliable data into your own China business 
strategy models.

Rising stars, fading comets
In this update to CHAMPS we find that the stars in the constellation of nearly 100 major Chinese cities 
covered in our emerging city rankings have shifted. Of the top 20 growth cities we identified five years 
ago, only six remain. Some cities that were previously towards the top of the rankings, such as Baotou 
(Inner Mongolia), Changchun (Jilin) and Shenyang (Liaoning), have seen a dramatic slide in their 
fortunes. The western municipality of Chongqing is the only one of the original CHAMPS still to hold its 
own. 

Ascending the rankings are cities that look better prepared for the new realities of the Chinese 
economy. Our top 20 emerging cities include Guiyang (Guizhou), Xiangyang (Hubei) and Hengyang 
(Hunan)—cities that were barely on the map five years ago. Growth in these cities has come from 
traditional sources, namely investment and infrastructure development, but complemented by 
innovative policy approaches. Guiyang has positioned itself as a leading “big data” centre; Xiangyang 
has established a dedicated industrial park to attract businesses relocating from the southern 
manufacturing powerhouse of Shenzhen; and investment from a Taiwan-based electronics contract 
manufacturer, Foxconn, has boosted Hengyang’s economy.  

The story of the inland cities remains a compelling one, but our rankings show that investors and 
businesses need to be discriminate in their approach. Most of the top emerging cities still come 
from interior regions, but there are plenty of places with less promising growth prospects. The 
outlook for cities with mining and heavy industrial bases has worsened, as a result of a softening in 
domestic demand for such outputs. Other conurbations, notably in the north-east, suffer from a grim 
demographic outlook. In general, cities that lie in China’s central region, in provinces such as Anhui, 
Henan, Hunan and Hubei, are higher in our rankings than those in the west and north-east; five years 
ago there was a more even distribution. 
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Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

2010
2015

It is also noticeable that cities in eastern provinces have staged something of a comeback. China’s 
largest cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, are still towards the bottom of our rankings; 
as they are more advanced, they have less room for growth. However, third- and fourth-tier cities in 
eastern provinces, such as Suqian and Xuzhou in Jiangsu, have bright growth prospects. They are 
benefitting from industrial relocation and population migration. Although they may not offer the same 
cost advantages as inland cities, a combination of developed infrastructure, high-quality workforces 
and proximity to China’s largest consumer markets makes them attractive bets. The complete rankings 
of the 93 cities included in our dataset can be found in the appendix.   
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Emerging city rankings: top 20 cities, 2015 

(Note: 93 cities included in the dataset)

Overall 
ranking

City
Real 
GDP

Metropolitan 
population

Disposable 
income per 

head 

Consumption 
expenditure 

per head 

Fixed-asset 
investment

Urban 
built 
area

Fiscal 
revenue

Foreign 
direct 

investment

Merchandise 
exports

1  Guiyang (Guizou) 1 46 16 7 19 5 22 1 10

2  Xiangyang (Hubei) 33 60 30 41 1 10 1 19 11

3  Hengyang (Hunan) 38 40 21 25 2 11 3 37 4

4  Chongqing 3 66 8 3 46 14 28 12 3

5  Suqian (Jiangsu) 16 1 5 5 79 47 5 3 5

6  Huainan (Anhui) 92 72 92 63 14 81 10 34 1

7  Huaibei (Anhui) 12 35 83 48 16 50 38 4 9

8  Zhuzhou (Hunan) 25 75 24 56 5 21 20 33 8

9  Zhengzhou (Henan) 9 19 25 46 49 64 34 31 2

10  Chengdu (Sichuan) 40 27 42 38 67 52 49 6 7

11  Jinzhou (Liaoning) 84 85 45 11 6 77 7 14 18

12  Wuhu (Anhui) 6 15 28 1 17 54 6 22 19

13  Yinchuan (Ningxia) 66 3 61 72 20 42 9 17 21

14  Nanchong (Sichuan) 75 47 12 69 11 9 14 42 14

15  Yingkou (Liaoning) 82 53 57 43 61 73 2 9 20

16  Mianyang (Sichuan) 54 84 53 57 30 36 11 38 13

17  Nanchang (Jiangxi) 7 41 23 21 41 4 32 60 16

18  Nanyang (Henan) 48 31 14 26 56 8 57 8 32

19  Kunming (Yunnan) 57 68 41 16 31 24 48 23 15

20  Xuzhou (Jiangsu) 13 51 19 10 58 22 16 24 24

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Emerging city rankings: 
methodology

Growth indicators, rather than those reflecting 
absolute size or wealth, were chosen as the basis of 
the index on which are rankings are based. However, 
in order to ensure that the ranked cities had the 
critical mass attractive to investors, a minimum 
urban metropolitan population cut-off point of 
1m people by 2019—based on The EIU’s detailed 
demographic forecasts—was used. This leaves 93 
out of the 287 prefecture-level cities included in 
our dataset. In 2010 86 cities passed this threshold. 
The metropolitan population is The EIU’s bespoke 
measurement of the true urban population of a city; it 
includes the population only in the contiguously built 
city area. 

Our emerging cities index is based on nine 
core indicators that combine forward-looking and 
historic data across all 93 cities. Our forward-looking 
indicators are derived from The EIU’s China regional 
forecasting models for city-level changes in economic 

output (real GDP), demography (metropolitan 
population) and consumer markets (urban disposable 
income and urban living expenditure per head). The 
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) over a forecast 
period of 2014-19 was calculated for each of these 
indicators. 

We supplement these indicators with historic 
city-level data that assess changes in infrastructure 
and property (fixed-asset investment and the urban 
built area), public finances (fiscal revenue) and the 
external environment (foreign direct investment and 
goods exports). Again, the CAGR was calculated for 
each indicator over the historic period of 2008-13. All 
time series data are drawn from The EIU’s historical 
database, which contains data sourced and then 
cleaned from China’s National Bureau of Statistics. 
Although these indicators are historic, the effects 
they bring to the real economy will be lagged and last 
for years.

The CAGRs were normalised and benchmarked 
to produce rankings across each indicator. The nine 
indicators are weighted equally in the overall index.  



© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2015 7

Rising stars, fading comets  
China emerging city rankings, 2015

Economic output

The economic growth component of the emerging city rankings is based on a single indicator—
forecast growth in real GDP. Four of the top five cities lie in western China: Guiyang; Chongqing; Xining, 
the provincial capital of Qinghai; and Urumqi, the provincial capital of Xinjiang. Our bullish forecasts 
for these cities reflect their considerable scope for catch-up growth and ongoing policy support. 
Although the Western Development Strategy favoured by the government in the 2000s has petered 
out, Mr Xi’s “one belt, one road” plan to boost regional connectivity will benefit western cities with 
transport links to neighbouring countries. Guiyang promotes itself as a gateway to the Association for 
South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN), while Urumqi has ambitious designs to position itself as a transport 
and logistics hub between China, Central Asia and Europe.

Cities from the central provinces feature prominently elsewhere at the top of the economic growth 
rankings. Three major provincial capitals in the region—Wuhan (Hubei), Zhengzhou (Henan) and Hefei 
(Anhui)—have emerged as important industrial centres, supported by expanded transport links and a 
burgeoning labour supply. They have been the main beneficiaries of industrial relocation from eastern 
parts of the country. However, not all central cities will prosper. The provincial capital of central Shanxi 
province, Taiyuan, ranks towards the bottom of our economic growth rankings. Its dominant coal 
industry will be hit by weaker national demand for the fuel.  

The same dynamics will affect many north-eastern cities. Shenyang and Changchun featured at 
the top of our economic growth rankings in 2010, but now rank at 77th and 79th respectively. Besides 
weaker commodities demand, the government has signalled that it will not provide investment-heavy 

In detail: emerging city rankings

Real GDP growth: top ten cities

CAGR, %

2014-19

 Guiyang 10.67 

 Xining 9.09 

 Chongqing 8.83 

 Tianjin 8.37 

 Urumqi 8.31 

 Wuhu 8.00 

 Nanchang 7.97 

 Wuhan 7.90 

 Zhengzhou 7.83 

 Hefei 7.79 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Real GDP growth by region  
(% change)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Case study: Guiyang—big data, big 
dreams

Guiyang tops our rankings overall, as well as the economic output 
category specifically. It is the capital city of Guizhou, China’s poorest 
province in terms of GDP per head. Its rapid growth in recent years 
has never looked entirely stable; it has relied heavily on state-led 
investment in infrastructure and property to propel its growth, and 
the local government and entities backed by it are likely to have 
accrued a sizeable stock of debt in the process. In a Financial Times 
report from 2013, its model of development was labelled as a “bad 
example” for others to follow.  

Yet Guiyang may turn out to be a surprising success story, 
rather than another fabled “ghost city”. The city has maintained 
strong growth momentum, despite a tightening in domestic credit 
conditions. Infrastructure investment has eased the bottlenecks 
associated with Guizhou’s landlocked position, encouraging 

industrial investment. A high-speed rail connection with Guangzhou 
was completed in 2014, cutting the journey time from 22 hours to 
four hours. This forms part of a broader plan to connect Guizhou 
more firmly with the Pearl River Delta—a step that will support 
industrial relocation to the region and ease access to export 
markets. High-speed rail links with Chengdu and Chongqing, 
major growth cities in western China, with onward connections to 
Central Asia and Europe, are also due to be completed in the coming 
years, alongside southward links to ASEAN. The rapid expansion 
in Guiyang’s property supply also appears less alarming when 
considering that Guizhou has one of the lowest urbanisation rates 
in the country—an estimated 38% in 2014. As rural dwellers leave 
home, many are likely to find their way to the provincial capital.  

In addition, policymakers do not appear content to rest on 
their laurels. Although Guiyang’s aspirations to become the “big 
data capital” of China were initially greeted with aspersion, it 
appears to be making concrete progress. China’s major state-owned 
telecommunications giants are all investing in big data centres in 
the city, while private-sector players, such as Alibaba and Foxconn, 
will host related facilities. The mild local climate and low power 
costs contribute to Guiyang’s competitiveness in the sector. The 
Zhongguancun Science Park was inaugurated in Guiyang in 2013, 
the result of a strategic agreement with Beijing’s Zhongguancun 
Science Park, one of the main centres for information technology 
companies in China. All this is clearly a departure from the mining 
and heavy industrial activities that have traditionally dominated the 
city’s economy. 

Guiyang: city snapshot, 2014

Population 4.49m

Metropolitan population 2.70m

Nominal GDP Rmb261bn 

GDP per head Rmb58,276 

Disposable income per head Rmb24,961

Consumer expenditure per head Rmb19,036

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit. 
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bail-outs for these cities. The structural transitions such cities will have to undergo will depress 
medium-term economic growth. 

Demography

The features of cities with the fastest-growing metropolitan populations are mixed. Some cities have 
lagged behind in terms of urbanisation and will enjoy catch-up growth in the coming years. Suqian is 
underdeveloped compared with its heavily urbanised provincial peers in Jiangsu. Provincial capitals, 
such as Urumqi, Haikou (Hainan), Yinchuan (Ningxia) and Nanning (Guangxi), will be magnets for 
intra-provincial migration. They are all capitals of emerging provinces with a still relatively large 
surplus of rural labour. 

We still expect steady population growth in tier-one cities. The national capital, Beijing, and the 
southern megalopolis of Shenzhen rank just outside the top ten cities for forecast population growth. 
We believe that they will remain attractive destinations for migrants, despite government efforts to 
control population growth and only slow liberalisation of household registration (hukou) restrictions. 
Other developed eastern cities, such as Suzhou (Jiangsu) and Xiamen (Fujian), will also benefit from 
the same trend. 

Forecast population growth across all cities is weak compared with the recent historic average, 
as Chinese society undergoes rapid ageing. Four north-eastern cities in our dataset are forecast to 
record a negative CAGR in metropolitan population in 2014-19: Jilin, Anshan, Qiqihar and Fushun. This 
outlook is graver when considering specific age cohorts. The working-age metropolitan population 
(15-64 years old) will recede over the forecast period in 55 of the 93 cities included in our index. At the 
same time, all cities will see strong increases in their populations above 65 years old, with the CAGR for 
this cohort ranging from 4.6% from 10.8% across our sample. This dynamic will pose a considerable 
fiscal burden on municipal governments. 

Metropolitan population growth: top ten cities
CAGR, %

2014-19

 Suqian 3.18 

 Haikou 2.96 

 Yinchuan 2.90 

 Huaian 2.63 

 Huizhou 2.59 

 Urumqi 2.44 

 Suzhou (Jiangsu) 2.44 

 Jiangmen 2.40 

 Xiamen 2.39 

 Nanning 2.39 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit. 



Rising stars, fading comets  
China emerging city rankings, 2015

© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 201510

Consumer markets
The forward-looking consumer markets rankings show clearly how lower-tier cities are coming of age 
in terms of spending power. None of the established major commercial centres feature in the top ten 
in terms of forecast growth in disposable incomes or consumption expenditure. Instead, the top of 
our rankings are populated by cities in western and central parts of the country. Per capita income 
and expenditure levels are still considerably lower in such areas than in top-tier cities, but the gap will 
gradually narrow as the economic power of the central and western regions rises. 

Metropolitan population by age cohort, Anshan

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Case study: Changchun – 
back to the rustbelt

The capital of north-eastern Jilin province and an 
early industrialiser, Changchun scores poorly in our 
emerging cities index, ranking 86th overall. Having 
enjoyed some policy tailwinds in the 2000s, when the 
government introduced measures to “revitalise” the 
north-east, its economic performance has faltered 
since 2012. The main factor has been weaker demand 
for automotives, the production of which accounts 
for around 60% of the city’s gross industrial output. 
Changchun is the base of FAW Group, one of China’s 
longest-standing carmakers. Its joint venture 
with Germany’s Volkswagen had, until recently, 
delivered fantastic profits—a fact that may have bred 

complacency. Changchun has been slow to diversify 
its economy and embrace innovation, and the role 
played by state-owned enterprises in the local 
economy, including FAW, remains extensive. 

Demographic challenges also confront 
Changchun, in common with many north-eastern 
cities. Although the city’s metropolitan population 
will continue to grow (slowly) in 2014-19, by an 
estimated CAGR of 1%, its working-age population 
will begin to contract. This could exert strains on 
its industrial sector and slow the expansion of the 
local consumer market. It also risks prompting an 
economically damaging correction in its property 
sector. Our data suggest that Changchun has been 
expanding its urban built area in recent years at a 
pace excessive to future levels of housing demand. 
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Urumqi will grow at the fastest pace in terms of personal disposable income, followed by a number of 
other inland cities. At the top of our forecast expenditure rankings is Wuhu, in central Anhui province, 

Consumer market growth: top ten cities
CAGR, %

Disposable income per head Consumption expenditure per head 

 Urumqi 9.23  Wuhu 9.31 

 Jiangmen 8.99  Linyi 8.77 

 Lianyungang 8.97  Chongqing 8.61 

 Xining 8.84  Huaian 8.45 

 Suqian 8.81  Suqian 8.39 

 Handan 8.68  Xining 8.35 

 Baoding 8.66  Guiyang 8.19 

 Chongqing 8.65  Yancheng 8.14 

 Linyi 8.63  Datong 7.89 

 Lanzhou 8.63  Xuzhou 7.85 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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where a strong jobs market, supported by local automotive and equipment-making industries, will 
underpin consumption. Provincial capitals, which often act as hubs for consumption, feature heavily. 
The rise of inland cities has delivered opportunities for business. China’s biggest commercial property 
developer by sales, Dalian Wanda, has built Wanda Plaza shopping centres in around 100 cities – 
including in regions far away from coastal provinces. 

As well an opportunity, the emergence of inland China presents a challenge for business in the 
sense that opportunities are much more diffuse than before. They are no longer concen¬trated in a 
handful of wealthy coastal cities, but are spread out across China’s vast urban landscape. Although 
average levels of income in Chongqing might appear relatively low, at just over Rmb40,000 (US$6,500 
at forecast exchange rates) per capita in 2019, this masks a burgeoning high-income population. The 
number of Chongqing urbanites with an income above Rmb100,000 – a level comfortably above the key 
threshold of US$10,000 – will jump from under 90,000 in 2013 to nearly 550,000 by 2019, according to 
The EIU’s forecasts. Other cities at the top of our rankings record similar gains. This means there will be 
strong demand in such regions for big-ticket items, such as cars, luxury goods, and health, education 
and travel services, as well as items at the lower end of the consumer goods spectrum.  

Infrastructure and property

An important measure of a city’s growth is its physical size and hardware. For this ranking 
component, built urban area and fixed-asset investment (FAI) are used to reflect growth in 
infrastructure and property. 

Several coastal cities, particularly Zhongshan in Guangdong, Quanzhou in Fujian and the port city of 
Nantong in Jiangsu, have seen rapid physical expansion over the past five years as land was allocated 
for the construction of housing, logistics infrastructure and industrial zones. Cities in western and 
central China also figure prominently among the top ten in terms of expansion in built urban area, as 
rapid population growth in these cities fuelled soaring demand for living space and local officials built 

Urban space and investment growth: top ten cities

CAGR, %

City Built urban area City Fixed-asset investment

 Zhongshan 22.77  Xiangyang 41.05 

 Nantong 20.04  Hengyang 36.28 

 Quanzhou 18.16  Xining 33.05 

 Nanchang 18.06  Putian 31.20 

 Guiyang 16.39  Zhuzhou 31.12 

 Qingdao 11.97  Jinzhou 30.80 

 Yangzhou 11.97  Xiangtan 30.79 

 Nanyang 11.36  Qiqihar 30.65 

 Nanchong 11.24  Benxi 30.44 

 Xiangyang 10.57  Datong 30.24 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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new zones to attract investment. At the other end of the scale, Beijing is among a handful of cities 
to have a recorded a negative CAGR in 2008-13, pointing to the limits that many Chinese cities are 
reaching in expanding their urban areas. 

In terms of FAI, inland industrial cities are ranked highly. At the top of our rankings is Xiangyang, 
where investment has poured into industrial sectors, such as equipment-making, chemical 
and pharmaceuticals, information and communications technology and new-energy vehicles. 
Hengyang recorded the second-fastest rate of investment growth nationwide between 2008 and 
2013. Investment was utilised to enhance so-called technological transformation, aiming to boost 
the city’s capacity in light-emitting diode (LED) manufacturing and other technology-intensive 
manufacturing sectors.

Number of years to digest commercial property inventory  
(As of end-June 2015)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

GanzhouHefeiXiamenBeijingNanchangHangzhouQingdaoLuzhouDongguanQuanzhou

Case study: Xiangyang – the benefits 
of second place

Xiangyang (formerly Xiangfan) is the second-largest city in Hubei, 
after the provincial capital, Wuhan. With Wuhan having developed 
rapidly, it has been pulled along, supported by spillover factors. 
Xiangyang is well-positioned at the juncture of Hubei, Henan, 
Shaanxi and Sichuan. The Han River, the largest tributary of the 
Yangtze, passes through the city, serving Xiangfan Port. Railway 
connections are also far-reaching, with three railway stations in the 
city. 

Endowed with locational advantages, a solid labour pool, 
relatively good infrastructure and strategic support from 
government, Xiangyang has become more appealing to investors. 

The municipal economy is dominated by the pillar industries of 
automotive, equipment manufacturing, renewable energy and 
chemicals and pharmaceuticals. Wuhan-based Dongfeng Motor has 
extensive automotive supply-chain operations in the city, as well as 
a joint-venture plant with Japan’s Nissan that produces its luxury 
marque, Infiniti. 

A number of companies from Shenzhen and other coastal 
provinces have also chosen to establish manufacturing bases 
in Xiangyang. The Hubei-Shenzhen Industrial Park, based in 
the city, offers a vivid example of how an inland city can attract 
manufacturing capacity from other regions. Further plans are in 
place to deepen connections with domestic and external markts. A 
high-speed rail connection under construction between Wuhan and 
Xi’an (Shaanxi) will include a stop in Xiangyang. The city is also set 
to replace Chongqing as the starting point for the Yuxinou railway, a 
freight line that connects China with Europe via Central Asia. 
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Public finances

This component of the index measures growth in local government revenue in 2008-13. A robust 
fiscal position will help municipal governments to support development projects and meet demand for 
public services. Strong growth in public revenue may also support repayment of the debts accrued by 
local governments in the wake of the stimulus package launched during the 2008-09 global financial 
crisis. 

With on-budget municipal revenues largely generated through business taxes, cities that have 
recorded the strongest gains will be those that have succeeded in expanding and fostering business 
activity. Xiangyang tops our rankings—a reflection of its booming industrial sector. Yingkou and 

Public revenue growth

CAGR, %

2008-13

 Xiangyang 44.83 

 Yingkou 35.73 

 Hengyang 32.88 

 Yancheng 32.36 

 Suqian 31.81 

 Wuhu 31.52 

 Jinzhou 31.15 

 Huaian 30.63 

 Yinchuan 30.32 

 Huainan 29.91 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Jinzhou also score highly, despite their location in Liaoning, whose economic performance has 
faltered. Yingkou’s port has undergone significant expansion, which has helped it to attract more 
companies. Weaker historic fiscal revenue growth was generally recorded by more developed cities, but 
many already have relatively broad tax bases.

Our data do not capture off-budget fiscal inflows from land sales, but this will be a critical factor 
in terms of assessing risks associated with the public finances. Weakening inflows from land sales are 
likely to pose problems for a number of municipal governments in the coming years, particularly those 
that have been slow to diversify their revenue bases. 

External environment

External trade and foreign direct investment (FDI) remain important drivers of economic activity and 
employment for many Chinese cities. They are also important indicators of economic openness and 
linkages to the outside world—factors that could help efforts to move the industrial sector up the 
value chain in the future. 

Coastal regions still account for a dominant share of national exports, but central and western 
cities have shown stronger growth in the category, supported by improved transport infrastructure 
and industrial relocation. At the top of our rankings are western and central cities that have persuaded 
manufacturers, particularly in sectors sensitive to labour costs, to base capacity inland. The export 
boom in Huainan (Anhui) has been based on equipment manufacturing, textiles and consumer 
electronics—products that in the past may have been produced in the neighbouring coastal provinces 
of Zhejiang or Jiangsu. It is also noticeable that a number of our top ten cities, including Chengdu, 
Chongqing, Wuhan and Zhengzhou, host factories operated by a Taiwan-based contract electronics 
manufacturer, Foxconn, which specialises in manufacturing products for a US-based electronics giant, 
Apple. Foxconn was one of the first major companies to begin investing inland, diversifying from its 
long-standing base in Shenzhen. 

External enviroment growth

CAGR, %

Foreign direct investment Merchandise exports

 Guiyang 46.46  Huainan 67.71 

 Qiqihar 44.55  Zhengzhou 53.29 

 Suqian 40.02  Chongqing 52.24 

 Huaibei 38.73  Hengyang 46.81 

 Daqing 38.69  Suqian 45.21 

 Chengdu 37.95  Lanzhou 43.68 

 Benxi 35.40  Chengdu 36.69 

 Nanyang 34.06  Zhuzhou 33.94 

 Yingkou 32.95  Huaibei 33.67 

 Fushun 32.28  Guiyang 31.65 
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Merchandise exports  
(US$ bn)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Guiyang tops our FDI rankings, with investment rising rapidly from a low base. It has not yet 
attracted investment from major Western multinationals, with FDI inflows instead being driven by firms 
based in Hong Kong and Taiwan (likely to include some “round-tripped” investment from mainland 
Chinese companies). The provincial capital of western Sichuan province, Chengdu, has emerged as a 
favourite among foreign investors in recent years, attracted by supportive government policies and the 
city’s access to the wider south-western market. It hosts a number of technology-related companies, 
such as Intel, Dell and Texas Instruments (all US). Holding a surprising place near the top of our 
rankings are a number of north-eastern cities, such as Daqing and Qiqihar in Heilongjiang. It may be 
that a slowdown in domestic, state-led investment is encouraging them to be more open to FDI. 
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Our emerging city rankings show that the rise of inland China remains a compelling story. 18 of the 
top 20 growth cities that we identify are not from the traditionally dominant eastern provinces. 

Urbanisation, infrastructure development and redistributive government policies are among the 
factors underpinning the strong growth prospects for these cities. By 2019 average disposable income 
per head will rise by over 60% on 2013 levels across our top 20 cities, with the number of individuals 
with an annual income of over Rmb100,000 jumping from less than 500,000 to over 4.4m. This will be 
where China’s consumer economy will be made.  

The shifts seen in our rankings since we published the CHAMPS report in 2010 indicate that these 
trends are by no means universal. The stimulus package launched in the wake of the global financial 
crisis benefited all cities – a rising tide that lifted all boats. But tighter credit conditions, shifting 
demographics and tougher environmental policies have made growth more difficult to deliver in recent 
years. Those cities that have tumbled down our rankings, including a number of former “rising stars”, 
have failed to adjust to these structural changes. 

Cities in north-eastern China have struggled particularly. Many have been exposed to the downturn 
in the commodities cycle since 2011. Others have built property with excessive haste and are struggling 
to contain downturns in construction activity. However, our rankings also points to the value of 
adaptation. Two cities in north-eastern Liaoning province, Jinzhou and Yingkou, bucked the regional 
trend to make it into the top 20 of our rankings. Their improvements owe a lot to the enhancement 
of their respective sea ports, supported by efficiency gains delivered through integration with other 
regional ports, such as Dalian and Dandong. 

With traditional policy levers either no longer as effective or unavailable, city growth will 
depend increasingly on lifting levels of productivity. Local administrations that embrace reforms 

Conclusion

Winners and losers  
(Shifts in emerging cities index ranking, 2010-15)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

Baoding(+2) Shantou(+13) Fuzhou(+20) Kunming (+41)

Chongqing(+8) Xiangtan(+14) Wenzhou(+32)

Handan(+13) Zhuzhou(+27) Xiangyang(+43)

Taiyuan(+15) Huaian(+33)

Chengdu(+29) Guiyang(+64)

Nanning(+34)

Hengyang(+69)

Baotou(-83)

Changchun(-81)

Jilin(-71)

Xiamen(-68)

Shenyang(-64)

Hohhot(-60)

Anshan(-50)

Suzhou(-49)

Tangshan(-35)

Dongguan(-23)

Tai'an(-23)

Wuxi(-17)

Dalian(-10)

Nanjing(-10)

Tianjin(-8)

Zhengzhou(-1)
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to governance and administration; invest in critical public services, such as education, health and 
transport; provide an attractive urban living environment; and foster new industries will be the best 
placed to succeed. They will be the ones to secure private investment and bring in skilled migrants. 

The continued rise of inland China provides companies with huge growth opportunities. The top 
20 cities in our rankings are not small markets: combined they will have a metropolitan population 
of close to 50m by 2019. Wuhan’s economy alone is expected to be the larger than that of Portugal or 
the Czech Republic by the same year. The breadth and extent of commercial opportunities means that 
businesses cannot afford not to engage with third- and fourth-tier cities. Succeeding in these markets, 
however, will depend on close analysis of economic, demographic and spending patterns.  
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Emerging city rankings

Overall 
ranking

City Real 
GDP

Metropolitan 
population

Disposable 
income per 

head 

Consumption 
expenditure 

per head 

Fixed-asset 
investment

Urban 
built area

Fiscal 
revenue

Foreign 
direct 

investment

Merchandise 
exports

1  Guiyang 1 46 16 7 22 19 5 1 10

2  Xiangyang 33 60 30 41 1 1 10 19 11

3  Hengyang 38 40 21 25 3 2 11 37 4

4  Chongqing 3 66 8 3 28 46 14 12 3

5  Suqian 16 1 5 5 5 79 47 3 5

6  Huainan 92 72 92 63 10 14 81 34 1

7  Huaibei 12 35 83 48 38 16 50 4 9

8  Zhuzhou 25 75 24 56 20 5 21 33 8

9  Zhengzhou 9 19 25 46 34 49 64 31 2

10  Chengdu 40 27 42 38 49 67 52 6 7

11  Jinzhou 84 85 45 11 7 6 77 14 18

12  Wuhu 6 15 28 1 6 17 54 22 19

13  Yinchuan 66 3 61 72 9 20 42 17 21

14  Nanchong 75 47 12 69 14 11 9 42 14

15  Yingkou 82 53 57 43 2 61 73 9 20

16  Mianyang 54 84 53 57 11 30 36 38 13

17  Nanchang 7 41 23 21 32 41 4 60 16

18  Nanyang 48 31 14 26 57 56 8 8 32

19  Kunming 57 68 41 16 48 31 24 23 15

20  Xuzhou 13 51 19 10 16 58 22 24 24

21  Xi’an 26 62 22 52 15 37 16 27 27

22  Qiqihar 85 92 46 91 63 8 57 2 67

23  Nanning 28 10 44 33 35 13 12 25 50

24  Putian 11 17 36 14 17 4 83 32 29

25  Changsha 14 39 35 84 46 54 43 41 12

26  Huaian 43 4 29 4 8 89 30 26 22

27  Benxi 80 88 31 58 24 9 87 7 79

28  Xiangtan 22 54 26 74 21 7 79 29 66

29  Liuzhou 45 52 32 28 59 12 28 15 85

30  Quanzhou 21 32 59 60 50 29 3 84 17

31  Dalian 89 56 69 89 52 44 18 20 51

32  Hefei 10 11 15 18 39 53 27 55 23

33  Urumqi 5 6 1 15 26 24 48 46 64
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Emerging city rankings

Overall 
ranking

City Real 
GDP

Metropolitan 
population

Disposable 
income per 

head 

Consumption 
expenditure 

per head 

Fixed-asset 
investment

Urban 
built area

Fiscal 
revenue

Foreign 
direct 

investment

Merchandise 
exports

34  Wuhan 8 80 27 32 12 35 66 56 37

35  Tianjin 4 37 38 22 23 26 69 35 76

36  Fushun 88 93 40 75 27 28 82 10 83

37  Lanzhou 17 48 10 37 56 22 74 90 6

38  Handan 83 87 6 71 68 42 65 16 65

39  Harbin 78 79 51 65 55 18 68 11 87

40  Huizhou 44 5 13 24 19 59 44 66 28

41  Qingdao 69 50 72 76 62 51 6 39 68

42  Fuzhou (Fujian) 29 55 52 36 42 21 29 62 56

43  Nantong 20 13 56 54 25 71 2 85 31

44  Weifang 42 89 37 30 29 64 46 50 35

45  Shijiazhuang 71 21 65 35 30 48 72 36 69

46  Xinxiang 39 64 84 87 43 73 67 18 82

47  Linyi 19 34 9 2 41 34 37 78 36

48  Wenzhou 68 86 85 70 91 15 58 40 47

49  Daqing 93 63 87 90 92 50 26 5 89

50  Yancheng 37 59 48 8 4 82 91 52 33

51  Tai’an 31 73 66 53 70 55 53 44 49

52  Datong 76 74 78 9 81 10 60 45 81

53  Taiyuan 81 67 73 59 77 60 41 21 86

54  Yangzhou 23 65 20 23 54 76 7 75 40

55  Changzhou 34 23 50 27 71 81 17 58 44

56  Lianyungang 41 16 3 20 13 90 13 80 41

57  Nanjing 15 26 63 40 74 63 59 48 61

58  Xining 2 36 4 6 31 3 49 92 25

59  Zhongshan 67 22 74 86 65 68 1 86 59

60  Yantai 24 24 60 49 44 86 45 59 57

61  Haikou 46 2 47 44 33 27 38 82 72

62  Rizhao 18 20 18 17 36 75 33 77 45

63  Zaozhuang 51 77 49 31 53 52 35 83 30

64  Luoyang 35 58 64 78 82 62 62 28 84

65  Jiangmen 73 8 2 12 76 40 32 79 54

66  Hohhot 64 18 75 85 69 65 20 71 48

67  Shenyang 77 82 58 66 37 70 55 73 39

68  Anshan 86 91 77 79 58 38 75 30 88

69  Baoding 65 76 7 50 40 33 76 70 75



Appendix
Survey results

21© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2013

Rising stars, fading comets  
China emerging city rankings, 2015

Emerging city rankings

Overall 
ranking

City Real 
GDP

Metropolitan 
population

Disposable 
income per 

head 

Consumption 
expenditure 

per head 

Fixed-asset 
investment

Urban 
built area

Fiscal 
revenue

Foreign 
direct 

investment

Merchandise 
exports

70  Zhuhai 32 38 71 39 78 32 84 61 70

71  Hangzhou 58 71 39 92 79 69 51 54 63

72  Zibo 56 81 81 68 60 47 61 72 55

73  Shantou 61 49 62 83 72 25 23 87 46

74  Jinan 36 61 68 55 47 84 71 57 74

75  Tangshan 90 83 93 73 75 39 63 53 78

76  Taizhou (Zhejiang) 49 78 76 81 85 77 88 49 43

77  Anyang 47 69 33 19 89 57 19 13 93

78  Shenzhen 60 14 82 67 73 87 80 65 38

79  Suzhou (Jiangsu) 52 7 80 62 84 66 31 74 62

80  Guangzhou 53 45 43 29 90 72 70 67 53

81  Ningbo 62 57 54 88 80 78 56 68 58

82  Xiamen 27 9 88 47 64 92 25 81 34

83  Wuxi 59 33 70 42 87 74 15 76 77

84  Qinhuangdao 91 29 79 93 66 45 78 43 90

85  Baotou 55 43 86 64 67 43 86 47 91

86  Changchun 79 70 55 80 18 83 34 91 26

87  Dongguan 72 28 91 77 86 91 40 69 60

88  Zhanjiang 30 42 11 45 61 36 92 88 42

89  Beijing 63 12 89 61 83 85 90 63 80

90  Foshan 50 25 34 13 88 80 93 64 52

91  Shanghai 70 30 90 51 93 93 89 51 73

92  Chifeng 74 44 17 34 51 23 39 93 71

93  Jilin 87 90 67 82 45 88 85 89 92

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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The analysis and content in our reports is derived from our extensive economic, financial, political 
and business risk analysis of over 203 countries worldwide.

You may gain access to this information by signing up, free of charge, at www.eiu.com.

Click on the country name to go straight to the latest analysis of that country:

Access analysis on over 200 countries 
worldwide with the Economist Intelligence Unit

Further reports are available from Economist Intelligence Unit and can be downloaded at

www.eiu.com

Should you wish to speak to a sales representative please telephone us:
Americas: +1 212 698 9717

Asia: +852 2585 3888

Europe, Middle East & Africa: +44 (0)20 7576 8181

l Canada

l France

l Germany

l Italy

G8 Countries

l Japan

l Russia

l United Kingdom

l United States of America

BRIC Countries

l Indial Brazil l Russia l China

CIVETS Countries

l Turkey

l South Africa

l Vietnam

l Egypt

l Colombia

l Indonesia

Or view the list of all the countries.



© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2015 23

Access analysis and forecasting of major 
industries with the Economist Intelligence Unit

In addition to the extensive country coverage the Economist Intelligence Unit provides each month 
industry and commodities information is also available.

The key industry sectors we cover are listed below with links to more information on each of them.

Automotive
Analysis and five-year forecast for the automotive industry throughout the world providing detail on a 
country by country basis.

Commodities 
This service offers analysis for 25 leading commodities. It delivers price forecasts for the next two years 
with forecasts of factors influencing prices such as production, consumption and stock levels. Analysis 
and forecasts are split by the two main commodity types: “Industrial raw materials” and “Food, 
feedstuffs and beverages”.

Consumer goods 

Analysis and five-year forecast for the consumer goods and retail industry throughout the world 
providing detail on a country by country basis.

Energy 

Analysis and five-year forecast for the energy industries throughout the world providing detail on a 
country by country basis.

Financial services 
Analysis and five-year forecast for the financial services industry throughout the world providing detail 
on a country by country basis.

Healthcare 
Analysis and five-year forecast for the healthcare industry throughout the world providing detail on a 
country by country basis.

Technology 
Analysis and five-year forecast for the technology industry throughout the world providing detail on a 
country by country basis.
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Meet your specific research needs with our 
Custom Research service 

Successful strategies leave nothing to chance.  That is why business leaders throughout the world 
commission custom research from the Economist Intelligence Unit to enrich their insight for 

sharper business decisions.

EIU Custom Research was established in 2004 to provide a superior level of knowledge to clients 
who need a more thorough understanding of current markets and growth opportunities at a strategic 
or operational level.   This specialist service delivers bespoke business intelligence that is deeper and 
broader than the published reports and subscription-based services for which we are renowned.

Benchmarking
We can provide a detailed evaluation of competitors operating in a market you are considering for 
expansion, evaluate local human capital, the overseas talent market, labour market conditions and 
how local regulations will affect your organisation—positively or negatively—to help you to prioritise 
markets for expansion and pinpoint hidden opportunities for growth and profitability. 

Find out more by reading this case study.

Country analysis
We can provide you with an in-depth understanding of specific political and economics issues and 
forecasts including scenario analysis.You may be interested in business environment analysis or cross-
country benchmarking—our global reach and ability to focus on your business needs within a cross-
country framework is unparalleled.

Find out more by reading this case study.

Forecasting
We are able to help you to understand where you are most likely to find the greatest demand for your 
products or services—now, and over time. Our unrivalled database of over 200 countries, combined 
with our ability to offer more granular research, allows us to do this effectively. 

Find out more by reading this case study.

Indexing
Our expertise is not limited to business or government applications. We can combine our analysis and 
modelling capabilities with access to global academic experts to develop highly customised indexes 
that highlight particular factors that your organisation needs to be aware of. 

Find out more by reading this case study. 

Market sizing
We can help you to determine the best markets in which to expand, how to expand effectively, and 
what your organisation needs to be ready to manage this expansion. We do this by drawing from our 
peerless databases of macroeconomic and demographic analysis and forecasting, combined with 
sophisticated econometric modelling services. 

Find out more by reading this case study.
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Meet your specific research needs with our 
Custom Research service 

Product demand
We can identify where the greatest demand for your product—and the greatest opportunity for 
expansion—may lie through our access to industry leaders, combined with our expert forecasting and 
analysis capabilities. 

Find out more by reading this case study.

Risk analysis
We can identify obstacles your company may face from exposure to new markets and new opportunities 
in a comparative framework that sets unfamiliar markets and situations alongside places and activities 
you already know. We can provide country-specific, operational and financial risk ratings to help 
you to make informed decisions on a number of different indicators, including early warning of 
possible market and industry threats in areas such as security, tax policy, supply chain, regulatory, 
creditworthiness and labour markets. 

Find out more by reading this case study. 

Visit our website at www.eiu.com/research

Or 

Should you wish to speak to a sales representative please telephone us:

Americas: +1 212 698 9717

Asia: +852 2585 3888

Europe, Middle East & Africa: +44 (0)20 7576 8181
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