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China’s Economic Development Stage and Human Capital
Structure since Reform and Opening-up

Zhao Xiaojun, Yu Shuang
(School of Economics, Peking University)

Abstract: With reference to the general categorization of economic development stages and
international experiences of human capital development, we divide China’s human capital
development into four stages: initial formation, structural upgrading, imitative learning and
independent innovation. We also introduce structural factors into human capital analysis and
propose five different types of human capital structure based on the investment level. Working
within this framework, we use a panel data of 31 provinces from 1978 to 2016 to conduct
empirical tests, and show that the demand for human capital and academic education differs
significantly in different economic development stages. Our analysis further shows that China’s
human capital development is in the stage of independent innovation, when investment in skilled
human capital and postgraduate education will have a strong positive effect on China’s economic
growth, while other types of investment will have little or even negative impact. Furthermore,
the stock and structural factors of human capital provide explanation for regional imbalances
between coastal and inland areas.
Keywords: Human capital; Economic development stages; Structural analysis
JEL Classification: J24; J41
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