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Where will business opportunities in urban China arise as a result of rapid change in populations, 
incomes, economic activity and policy environment?  As the world’s second largest economy and an 
outperformer during the pandemic, China’s diverse regional markets provide significant opportunities. 
Where are the cities with the best investment prospects? How should companies adjust their 
production and sales strategy across regions? Which cities are at risk of economically underperforming 
and should be approached with caution in terms of business expansion? 

Ten 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. We have updated the index 
for clients on an annual basis since then to reflect changes in the policy environment and to bring in 
new indicators likely to shape the growth potential of cities, leveraging unique underlying data and 
forecasts maintained by The EIU for nearly 300 Chinese cities. 

In this report we highlight key takeaways for business from the 2021 update to the rankings, which 
take into account the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic.

•  Cities in south-eastern Guangdong, Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces have the strongest economic 
growth potential in 2021-25. These regions are best placed to benefit from China’s expected 
transition to a more technology-driven growth model over the next five years.

•  Shanghai remains China’s top-ranked consumer market, owing to its large retail sector, high 
concentration of wealth and attractiveness to domestic tourists. Chongqing also ranks highly due to 
strong retail sales and tourism revenue growth, and a high ratio of young consumers.

•  Hangzhou (Zhejiang), and Nanjing and Suzhou (both Jiangsu) will benefit from the central 
government’s expected innovation and productivity drive under the 14th FYP, as they have attracted 
large inflows of skilled workers. However, Changsha (Hunan), Xi’an (Shaanxi), Wuhan (Hubei) and 
Chengdu (Sichuan) are likely to be more attractive to skilled migrant workers in the future as housing 
is more affordable. 

•  Central government policy support to maintain the share of manufacturing as a share of GDP 
during the 14th FYP will benefit cities with strong manufacturing bases. Our index indicates that 
Guangdong remains competitive in terms of manufacturing costs and labour. Cities in the Yangtze 
River Delta area around Shanghai and in Shandong have large university student populations which 
should serve as a labour pool for advanced manufacturing.

Despite China’s economic resilience during the period, the pandemic has still affected government 
policies and contributed to transformative changes in business dynamics. E-commerce penetration 
deepened as consumers developed a stronger preference for online shopping and businesses adopted 
new marketing formats, like live streaming. With overseas travel restricted, domestic tourism became 
the alternative by default, prompting the expansion of duty-free shopping to cater to consumers 
repatriating spending from overseas. 

This year is also an important milestone for defining China’s long-term policy direction. The 
country’s 14th five-year plan (FYP) for 2021-25 was unveiled in March 2021, setting targets for science 
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and technology, manufacturing, urbanisation and carbon neutrality. The EIU’s emerging city rankings 
have also been updated to include these new parameters, which are shaping city development and 
influencing companies’ long-term strategies. 

While the report offers a snapshot of the dynamics shaping urban China, the in-depth rankings 
alongside city-specific data, forecasts and analysis are available in full to subscribers of The EIU’s 
Access China service. Access China is the only single source of data, analysis and forecasts for the 
world’s largest emerging market at provincial and city levels. It offers a comprehensive understanding 
of China today, but more importantly, gives you confidence that you will still understand China in ten 
and twenty years’ time.

Which cities have the greatest growth potential in the overall ranking?
The 2021 emerging city overall rankings are topped by Hangzhou (Zhejiang), followed by other large 
cities on China’s east coast. With strong talent and manufacturing bases, these cities will play an 
important role over the next five years in China’s national strategy to boost its manufacturing sector 
and transition to a technology-driven growth model. Apart from east-coast cities, provincial capitals 
of certain inland provinces such as Hefei (Anhui), Wuhan (Hubei), Chengdu (Sichuan) and Zhengzhou 
(Henan) also feature among the top 20, owing to their attractiveness to migrants and companies as a 
result of quality infrastructure and public services, as well as relatively low business and living costs. 

Zhuhai (Guangdong) and Jiaxing (Zhejiang) also performed well in the rankings, reflecting policies 
that permit small cities to relax their local residence permit (hukou) criteria starting from 2021, which 
should help to attract migrations. The two cities will also gain from positive spill-over effects from 
nearby Shenzhen and Guangzhou (in the case of Zhuhai), and Hangzhou (in the case of Jiaxing). Other 
cities in the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) and Greater Bay Area (GBA) will benefit from new policies to 
support manufacturing as part of the government’s supply chain self-sufficiency plans, cultivating local 
talent pools and transition to carbon neutral.

Methodology

Growth indicators, rather than those reflecting 
absolute size or wealth, are chosen as the main 
basis for the index from which our emerging 
city rankings are compiled. These metrics are 
based on historical growth rates, as well as our 
forecasts, covering indicators including GDP, 
population, foreign direct investment (FDI), 
urban space and policy initiatives. To ensure 
that the ranked cities have a critical mass that is 
sufficiently attractive to investors, a minimum 
metropolitan population of 1m people by 2024 
was used as a cut-off point, leaving 106 of the 292 
prefecture-level cities included in the dataset. 

The metropolitan population figure is The 
EIU’s bespoke measurement of the true urban 
population of a city; it includes the population 
only in the contiguously built-up city area. The 
emerging city rankings are based on our forecast 
data for 2020-24, as well as historical data for 
2015-19. We have added several new indicators to 
measure whether a city is experiencing population 
expansion or contraction; a city’s ability to 
innovate; if the city is a transportation hub; and the 
record of net population inflow. New indicators on 
fiscal sustainability and the development of high-
technology industries reflect their importance in 
determining a city’s development under the  
14th FYP. 

https://www.eiu.com/n/solutions/access-china/


CHINA’S EMERGING CITY RANKINGS 2021
UNPACKING OPPORTUNITIES UNDER THE 14TH FIVE-YEAR PLAN

© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 20213

Which cities have the greatest consumer market potential?
Boosting private consumption remains an important priority in the 14th FYP. Consumption has been 
sluggish in recent years owing to weak consumer confidence tied to deteriorating US-China relations 
and Covid-19 pandemic-related anxieties. In 2021-25 the central government will support the creation 
of consumption centres in several major cities as a way to transform consumption patterns.

Our ranking of consumer markets aims to measure the potential of these cities to further develop 
their retail sectors, capturing the spending potential of local residents and outside visitors. Our index 
also includes the share of Generation Z (those born between 1995 and 2009) in the population—a 
digital-native demographic that has emerged as one that is strongly supportive of Chinese domestic 
brands. Local retail start-ups will need to tailor their commercial strategies to this group, particularly in 
cities with a large share of Generation Z consumers. 

18

13

11
3

1

2
5

15

6

17

2014

412

16
10

7

19

8

9

Urban population > 500m

300m<Urban population<500m

Urban population<300m

Foshan

Shenzhen

Zhongshan

Zhuhai

Jilin

Guangzhou
Xiamen

Zhengzhou

Hefei

Wuhan

Hangzhou

Beijing

Chengdu

Xi'an

Nanjing Jiaxing

Shanghai

Ningbo

Hangzhou and Shenzhen top our city rankings for growth potential

Haikou

Tianjin

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

(cities by overall ranking)

Suzhou



CHINA’S EMERGING CITY RANKINGS 2021
UNPACKING OPPORTUNITIES UNDER THE 14TH FIVE-YEAR PLAN

© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 20214

Overall, our index preserves Shanghai as China’s top-ranked consumer market, owing to its 
large retail sector, concentration of wealth and attractiveness to domestic tourists. Chongqing’s 
high performance is on the back of strong retail sales and tourism revenue and the high ratio of 
Generation Z consumers. Guiyang (Guizhou), despite its small size and weak economic fundamentals, 
stands out with its potential to boost future consumption owing to prospects in its local tourism sector; 
its household expenditure per head is second only to Chengdu in the south-western region, and above 
that of Kunming (Yunnan) and Chongqing, although this partly reflects lower living costs that allow for 
more disposable income among local residents.

Top 10 consumer markets in China
( index score; 100=best performing)
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Which cities will lead national innovation efforts? 
The pursuit of innovation-driven development is at the core of the 14th FYP, to address declining 
productivity growth in recent years. To reflect this policy move, we have added an indicator to 
capture the number of listed firms in the biotechnology and information technology (IT) sectors 
when measuring growth potential. This has been added to existing indicators, which include the share 
of the local population working in science and technology fields, as well as the number of “top-tier 
universities” present in a city. We find that cities such as Nanjing, Hangzhou, Chengdu and Suzhou 
( Jiangsu), which have attracted large inflows of talent in the past five years, will benefit from the 
innovation and productivity drive under the 14th FYP. The presence of top universities in these cities 
ensures that they have the talent pool and the academic infrastructure necessary to undertake national 
strategic projects.

The ability to continue attracting migrants will be important for these second-tier cities to remain 
innovative. This, in turn, depends on factors including the local job market, as well as hukou policies 
and public service provision. The recent surge in house prices across many second-tier cities in the 
post-pandemic period suggests that young workers, who have limited savings, may be sensitive to 
potential mortgage repayment burdens when relocating to a new city. This will be compounded 
by the availability of strong public services, which inform our rankings whereby Changsha, Wuhan 
and Chongqing (where public services are relatively good) rank as more attractive than Guangzhou, 
Xiamen and Hangzhou (where public services are not as competitive considering house-price 
affordability). The capacity of local governments to finance talent attraction schemes is another 
consideration: Hangzhou’s relatively healthy fiscal condition (namely, its strong fiscal revenue growth 
and a small fiscal deficit) means that it has greater capacity to offer incentives.

Shenzhen and Chengdu are picking up in terms of R&D capability

Sources: National Bureau of Statistics; The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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House price/income ratio is a major factor in attracting young talent
Buying a property in one of central China’s provincial capitals is good value for money

Source: WIND; The Economist Intelligence Unit.

*The index for public service quality is based on the average of the healthcare and education indices in our rankings. 
Property a ordability is the ratio of a city’s home prices to urban residents’ disposable income in 2019.
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Which cities will benefit from pro-manufacturing policies?
The government indicated in the 14th FYP that it would look to maintain the share of manufacturing 
as a share of GDP; this will benefit cities with strong manufacturing bases. The bubble charts below, 
based on our data, indicate that the GBA remains competitive in terms of cost and labour resources 
for manufacturing. Shandong and Hubei will also benefit from this strategy, considering their relatively 
low-cost environments and existing industrial structures. Cities in the YRD and Shandong have a higher 

Greater Bay Area remains the most competitive manufacturing hub

Sources: National Bureau of Statistics; The Economist Intelligence Unit.
*The size of the bubble represents the number of students enrolled in higher education (colleges and universities).
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number of university students, suggesting better access to talent for advanced manufacturing. These 
cities will also benefit from inflows of foreign direct investment as foreign companies increasingly 
localise their supply chains to serve the domestic market. 

Among lower-tier cities, Wuxi has the most top 500 manufacturing companies (15) in China, 
followed by Dongying (13), Tangshan (10), Weifang (10) and Yantai (7). A strong corporate presence 
suggests that these cities will remain attractive to manufacturing investment in both upstream and 
downstream industries. However, the outlook for Dongying and Tangshan is murky, considering the 
pillar industries in these cities such as petrochemical and steelmaking, which are likely to be heavily 
affected by stricter environmental regulation. Based on these considerations, which reflect China’s 
climate goals, our ranking this year has also factored in clean energy as a percentage of total energy 
consumption. We have found that cities in Sichuan, Guangdong, Yunnan, Hunan and Hubei will benefit 
from relatively lower clean-energy costs, and therefore will be more attractive to energy-intensive 
companies because such industries will need to increase their share of clean-energy consumption 
under the carbon reduction plan.

Corporates need a strategy for city clusters
Although looking at individual cities, we also advise firms to pay close attention to broader, multi-city 
urban geographies, with the government’s urbanisation strategy focusing increasingly on creating 
city clusters, metropolitan areas, and industrial clusters. This means companies need to consider 
the endowment of markets surrounding their investment destinations when carrying out strategic 
planning, with success depending on close analysis of economic and demographic indicators, 
infrastructure connections, and spending patterns in the region. The EIU’s Access China service offers a 
powerful set of data, alongside qualitative analysis, to inform corporate decision-making in this new era 
for urban China.
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Index structure and data
Economy Innovation ability---Pop served in science and tech industry as % of total

Education---Number top tier universities

Innovation ability---Aging (>65%)

Openness---FDI

Transport---Rail transit

Population density

Job market---Tertiary sector as % of GDP

Job market---Wage

Convenience---Green area

Health care--Number of AAA hospitals

Innovation ability---Number of listed companies

Transport---airport passenger passthrough

Manufacturing employment as % of total

Consumer markets Urban disposable income per head

Urban consumption per head

Total retail sales revenue

Logistics Road passenger throughput per sq km

Air passenger throughput

Postal revenue % GDP

Road freight throughput/sq km

Waterborne freight throughput per sq km

Airfreight throughput per sq km

Employment served in the logistics industry as % of total

International Routes

Comprehensive Transportation Hub

IT connectivity Mobile telephone subs per head

Internet users per head

Telecom revenue per gdp

Education Number of tertiary education institutes

Number of secondary schools

Number of primary schools

Number of students in tertiary school

Number of top tier universities

Tertiary teaching staff to student ratio

Secondary school teaching staff to student ratio

Primary school teaching staff to student ratio

Healthcare Number of doctors

Number of hospitals and health centres

Hospital beds per 10,000 persons

Doctors per 10,000 persons

Number of top tier hospitals
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Index structure and data
Pollution Industrial wastewater discharge per gdp

Industrial sulfur dioxide emission per gdp

Industrial soot emissions per gdp

Industrial solid waste treatment rate

Household sewage treatment rate

Household garbage treatment

PM2.5

Renewable energy consumption ratio

Growth potential Metropolitan pop growth forecast

GDP growth forecast

Disposable income per head growth forecast

Consumption per head growth forecast

Population net inflow forecast

Fixed assets investment growth

Metropolitan built area growth

Foreign direct investment growth

Fiscal revenue growth

Fiscal sustainability

Policy---Development zones

Metropolitan Development
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Access China  
Granular insight on China’s regions, provinces and cities

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Access China service is the only single source of data, analysis and 
forecasts for the world’s largest emerging market at provincial and city levels.
Whether you plan to sell to, invest in or expand into China, it is a daunting yet hugely significant
market. With that in mind, Access China helps organisations understand the business environment,
identify current and future opportunities and monitor what businesses are already doing across various
regions. Included in our service:

• Up-to-date business intelligence: quarterly reports on all 31 provinces and 40 top cities, monthly 
and annual reviews of economic developments around China, an annual index report benchmarking 
China’s emerging cities, and access to our broader China research notes and analysis.

• Analytic tools for strategic planning: an interactive statistical database with over 500 economic, 
industry and consumer indicators per province/city, forecasts for key economic indicators, and 
comprehensive sector-specific city rankings.

• Unrivalled forecasts: our state-of-the-art econometric model and frameworks integrate 
provincialand city-level forecasts with unique methodologies for the short and long term.

• Unique data: our data is specifically tailored to meet the needs of analysts who require a clean and 
consistent dataset that is compliant with international standards.
Download the brochure for a complete overview of what is included in our Access China service and
how this could benefit your organisation.

Download brochure or 

visit: www.eiu.com/n/solutions/access-china/

https://pages.eiu.com/rs/753-RIQ-438/images/2020-08-20_eiu_brochure_Access%20China.pdf
http://www.eiu.com/n/solutions/access-china/
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