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Establishment Reform and Development of China’s GDP Accounting

Over the Past 40 Years of Reform and Opening-up
XU Xianchun® and LYU Feng"

(a: School of Economics and Management Tsinghua University;
b: China Data Center Tsinghua University;
c¢. Department of National Accounts National Bureau of Statistics of China)

Summary: This year marks the 40th anniversary of Chinas reform and opening-up. Over the past 40 years China’s
economic development has achieved remarkable achievements. Overall national strength has significantly improved as have
living standards. As a core indicator reflecting economic development Chinas GDP plays an important role in
macroeconomic decision-making. At the same time GDP describes the miracle of Chinas economic development over the
past 40 years and records the glorious history of China becoming the second largest economy in the world. This paper fully
reviews the development of China’s GDP accounting from its establishment through its gradual maturity summarizes the
major reforms and improvements in the history of China’s GDP accounting and looks forward to further reforms and
developments of China’s GDP accounting in the new era.

From the early 1950s to the early reform and opening-up period the core indicator in China’s national accounting was the
national income of the MPS. National income reflects the results of production activities for material goods but does not reflect
the results of production activities for non-material services. Along with the gradually deepening of reform and opening up
China’s non-material service production has developed rapidly playing an increasingly important role in the economy. To meet
the needs of macroeconomic management GDP accounting based on SNA was established in the 1980s. In contrast to national
income GDP reflects both the results of production activities for material goods and the results of production activities for
non-material services and so measures the results of economic development more comprehensively. In the early days national
income and GDP were used in parallel; however with the development of China’s market economy the importance of GDP
has become more and more prominent and its position in Chinas national economic accounting has risen gradually. In the
early 1990s  GDP replaced national income as the core indicator of China’s national economic accounting.

Chinas GDP accounting has undergone a series of reforms and development and its concept classifications and
accounting approaches have undergone a series of evolutions. Both the standardization of GDP accounting and its
consistency with international standards have continuously improved. At present China’s GDP accounting is in line with the
basic principles of SNA 2008 in its concepts scope and accounting methods. Because macroeconomic analysis and
management need continuous and comparable GDP time series the National Bureau of Statistics of China estimated
historical GDP data for before the establishment of the GDP accounting system in 1985. In accordance with international
practice it is necessary to revise historical GDP data when there are major changes in the data sources or accounting
approaches. Due to this principle the historical data on China’s GDP have been comprehensively and systematically revised
several times according to the changes in data sources from the economic census and the reforms of accounting approaches.

After more than 30 years of reform and development China’s GDP accounting has been greatly improved. However
compared to the GDP accounting practices of developed countries there is still a gap. The rapid development of China’s
economy requires economic management that constantly produces new demands for statistics and GDP accounting changes
which lead to further reform and development. These changes allow China’s GDP accounting to better reflect the new
changes in the Chinese economy as it transforms from a high speed growth stage to a high quality development stage and
helps GDP accounting to better serve the economic and social development goals and to improve international comparability.
There are still many aspects of China’s GDP accounting practices that need further reform and development including
reforms on owner-occupied dwelling services estimation financial services estimation expenditure-based GDP estimation
GDP estimation at constant prices quarterly GDP estimation and regional GDP estimation. This paper discusses these
aspects and makes suggestions for the future reform and development of China’s GDP accounting.

Keywords: GDP; National Accounts; Accounting Methods
JEL Classification: EO1 E21 E22 E23
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