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Changes in the Pattern of Regional Disparities and Implications to the
Implementation of Regional Policies
CAI Fang', JIA Peng’
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2. Institute of Population and Labor Economics CASS)

Abstract: Since entering the 21st century, China has put forward the Western Development
Strategy, the Rise of Central China Strategy, and the Strategy for Revitalization of Old Industrial Bases in
Northeast and Other Areas of China to balance regional development. Over the past twenty years, the
implementation of these strategies has been very successful and contributed to China’s overall economic
development in the same period as well. Recently, the Report to the 20th National Congress of the
Communist Party of China made a significant deployment to promote coordinated regional development,
aiming at developing a regional economic layout and a territorial space system that complement each
other’s strengths and promote high—quality development. In this context, this paper first evaluates the
effects of implementing previous sirategies to balance regional development. Then, it discusses the
implications of the changing stage of economic development for changes in the pattern of regional
disparities and the requirements of such changes for a paradigm shift in economic research. This paper also
puts forward policy suggestions for implementing coordinated regional development strategies in the future.

Since the implementation of the regional development strategies, economic growth in the central and
western regions has accelerated significantly. From 2001 to 2021, the real economic growth rates of
provincial regions in the central and western regions were faster than those in the eastern region. The
economic size of the central and western regions as a share of the national economy has also increased as a
result. It is fair to say that the central and western regions have achieved catching up with the eastern
region, and the strategies to balance regional development, especially those designated for the central
and western regions, have fulfilled their overall goals. The trend of the Theil index calculated using
provincial-level per capita gross domestic product also verifies this conclusion. Decomposing the Theil
index reveals that both the between—group and within—group regional disparities are decreasing.
However, a clear trend is that the contribution of within—group disparities to the overall disparities has
approached or even exceeded the contribution of between—group disparities, indicating a change in the
pattern of regional disparities in China.

The history of economic development shows that changes in economic development can impact the
pattern of regional disparities. In general, at a low stage of economic development, regional disparities
within a country manifest themselves more as a dichotomous relationship, where each region exists in a
dichotomy of abundance versus deprivation, affluence versus poverty, developed versus underdeveloped,
or having the capacity to develop versus not having the capacity to develop, respectively. Once the
country enters a higher development stage, the dual economic structure becomes significantly weaker.
Furthermore, the modern economic growth component becomes dominant, making this dichotomous
framework increasingly inappropriate for analyzing regional economic development. Therefore, the
research paradigm of regional economic development issues also faces the challenge of shifting toward
more attention to diversified factors, more multiple perspectives, and a more unified analytical framework.

In line with the changes in the pattern of regional disparities and the shift in research paradigms, in
the process of implementing the overall strategy of regional coordination in the future, more efforts should
be made to achieve policy changes in the following aspects. First, it is necessary to achieve a change from
a preferential support strategy oriented to make up for factor shortcomings to a comprehensive strategy to
enhance development capacity. Second, the government should change its policy orientation of
government—led investment and construction projects to focusing on creating a good business environment.
Third, it is necessary to change from a balanced regional development strategy based on macro—level
segmentation to a more refined definition of developed and underdeveloped regions. Fourth, it is needed
to achieve equal coverage of basic public services in all regions.

Keywords: balanced development among regions; Theil index; attributes of regional disparities;
paradigm shift
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