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Summary

Few numbers have been as ubiquitous in political and economic analysis as 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The indicator is the most widely used measure for 

economic activity and is often taken as a proxy for well-being. It feeds directly into 

macroeconomic models used by ministries, central banks and financial investors, 

is used to determine voting shares and financial contributions in international 

organizations and feeds into narratives about economic development and political 

power across the globe. As it is deeply embedded in discourse, popular and 

academic analyses and policymaking, it shapes how we define our economy, what 

we value in it, and how we assess the success or failure of (economic) policies or 

politicians’ performance. Because of its omnipresence, we often forget that neither 

GDP’s measurement nor the ways in which we apply the indicator are not self-

evident. They are the result of political struggles and at the same time shape the 

social, political and economic developments that have constituted it. 

This research examines what constitutes the politics of GDP in China, a country 

in which the significance of the indicator manifests itself in various ways. GDP 

fundamentally shapes the image and our understanding of China’s political 

economy. China’s economic development has been almost exclusively defined 

through the lens of GDP. Furthermore, Chinese GDP statistics arouse debates 

about data manipulation, while the indicator is also deeply integrated in national 

and local policymaking in the form of targets. Yet, it is not obvious why and how 

GDP has become so significant to China’s political economy. China took up the 

foreign indicator even though it had not been involved in developing it, and its 

economic structure and statistical institutions differed considerably from Western 

industrialized countries in which GDP originated. Furthermore, it is remarkable 

that despite coming late to GDP measurement and the severe scrutiny and 

skepticism with which Chinese GDP statistics have been closely watched, the 

indicator has gained and seems to retain a prominent place in China’s governance 

system. Neither do we know whether Chinese stakeholders manage to influence 

the international standards that set out the measurement of such a politically 

prominent indicator.

To unravel the politics of China’s relationship with GDP, this research studies 

the uptake, consolidation, contestation and governance of GDP by Chinese 

stakeholders. First, it assesses how and why China adopted GDP measurement. 
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Second, it examines how GDP was embraced politically and integrated into the 

Chinese governance system. Third, it explores how GDP criticisms are reflected 

in the development of new indicators in China. Fourth, it analyzes the influence 

and engagement of Chinese stakeholders over the governance of GDP’s statistical 

standards. Thus, this research provides insight into the origin and consequences 

of both the indicator’s measurement and uses in China’s political economy, telling 

the story of the power and politics surrounding GDP in China. 

In order to establish and explain GDP politics in China this thesis adopts a 

qualitative in-depth case study approach and develops a conceptual framework for 

understanding indicator politics. The research makes use of a variety of primary 

and secondary written sources, such as official reports, policy announcements and 

analyses by a wide range of Chinese and international stakeholders. In addition to 

extensive document analysis, the findings are based on a range of (elite) interviews 

that have been conducted with Chinese and international statisticians and 

policymakers. The conceptual framework merges insights from separate strands 

of research across different disciplines such as the sociology of quantification, 

international political economy and international relations. By looking at 

macroeconomic indicators through a lens of power it captures how indicators 

are political in their consequences and how political struggles have shaped their 

measurement and concrete applications or uses. Thereby, it provides a variety of 

explanations for the different dimensions of GDP politics examined by this thesis.

The empirical analysis first discusses how GDP measurement was taken up 

in China. It traces the process that led to the official adoption of the System of 

National Accounts (SNA) as China’s national accounting framework. China had 

not officially measured GDP up until 1985, and only officially switched to the SNA 

in 1993. As such, it was the last major country to begin producing GDP figures 

according to international standards. Before that, it measured its economy 

according to the Marxist-inspired Material Product System (MPS). The findings show 

that GDP adoption in China was an experimental process of translation driven by 

domestic political actors. Chinese policymakers tried to tailor GDP measurement 

to Chinese circumstances and make it fit with officially propagated political ideas. 

Domestic political debates and compromising blueprints for economic reforms set 

the parameters for statistical reform. At first this resulted in a temporary hybrid 

statistical system grafting selected ideas from the SNA onto the MPS framework 
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and later contributed to abandoning this graft and adopting the SNA framework. 

The diffusion of GDP measurement took nearly a decade and caused severe 

measurement issues to GDP. The findings demonstrate that besides political ideas 

about the economy, also the object of diffusion, national accounting standards, 

shapes how GDP has been taken up in China.

Then the research turns to explaining how GDP has consolidated as a governance 

tool in China. It analyzes the discursive uses of the indicator by high-level 

politicians and shows that the indicator was symbolically appropriated into the 

distinctive narrative from which the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) derives its 

legitimacy. Modernization, one of the central goals of the CCP, was conceptualized 

in terms of GDP including in the form of goals and a specific timeline. China’s 

national GDP target was derived from this narrative. Furthermore, GDP’s symbolic 

function and consolidation as a legitimacy tool paved the way for including GDP as 

an accountability tool in the local performance assessment system. The symbolic 

function of GDP in China has not only determined the indicator’s application as 

a governance tool, but also shaped the implications of the indicator in China’s 

political economy. Although Chinese politicians were able to flexibly adjust the 

concrete applications of an essentially foreign indicator to Chinese political 

circumstances, this thesis shows that using GDP as a governance tool did not always 

work as intended. Applying GDP as an accountability tool caused data manipulation 

and affected the central leadership’s control over (economic) policymaking. 

The specific origin and implications of GDP’s uses as a governance tool are 

especially important for understanding GDP politics in China because they have 

affected contestation over the indicator. The third empirical chapter of this thesis 

focuses on explaining contestation over GDP in China by examining to what degree 

criticisms of GDP reverberate in the development of new indicators. It takes into 

account a variety of criticisms, including complaints that GDP is an inappropriate 

measure of wellbeing (post-material criticism) and that it fails to provide an 

accurate picture of the economy (technical criticism). The findings in this chapter 

demonstrate however, that GDP criticism in China deviates from these types of 

criticisms. Instead, it focuses on the deficiencies of the indicator as a tool in China’s 

political governance system which in turn reverberate in the development of new 

indicators. This indicates that GDP’s consolidation as a legitimacy and accountability 

tool shapes the development of these indicators. Studying the development of new 
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indicators also revealed that local politicians and statisticians have power to shape 

the process of GDP contestation. Their reticence towards the development of new 

indicators has hindered the uptake of these indicators in China.

The last empirical chapter of this thesis returns to the statistical standards that 

determine GDP measurement and examines to which extent Chinese stakeholders 

are able to govern them at the international level. It traces their engagement in 

Global Indicator Governance (GIG), the issue area where international standards 

for macroeconomic measurements such as GDP are debated and drafted. 

The study shows that China has an interest in shaping GDP’s international 

statistical standards, particularly when these standards have immediate political 

consequences. However, China is largely unable to shape them because its power 

over GDP measurement is mediated by expertise. The expert-driven nature of this 

area of global governance causes barriers of engagement limiting the ability of 

Chinese statisticians to influence statistical standard-setting. To overcome these 

barriers Chinese statisticians must gain the recognition of the international expert 

community that governs GDP’s standards. As a result, Chinese engagement in 

GIG focuses on acquiring knowledge about international statistical standards and 

advanced statistical topics and increasing their international experience in this 

field.

This research on the politics of China’s relationship with GDP consists of three 

main contributions. It improves our understanding of China’s political economy, 

the variety of GDP politics and existing theories of power in global standard-setting. 

First, the consolidation of GDP in China’s governance system forms the background 

against which we judge current imbalances in China’s economy and debates about 

the CCP’s legitimacy strategy. Due to the GDP target, China’s governance system 

is geared towards GDP growth. This has contributed to the rapid expansion of 

China’s production capacity and massive state-led investments, resulting in high 

local government debt and a (global) overaccumulation crisis. Furthermore, this 

thesis shows the importance of GDP as a source of legitimacy and highlights the 

(political) struggles and challenges with which the CCP deals, while trying to adjust 

this strategy. 

Second, this thesis provides important correctives and additions to our currently 

limited understanding of the variety of GDP politics. It shows that the uptake of 
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GDP measurement beyond the West is not necessarily the result of the coercion of 

external stakeholders or driven by statisticians’ ideas but can be driven by domestic 

political stakeholders who are able to distinctively shape the process of taking up 

GDP’s statistical standards. Furthermore, the symbolic function of GDP helps to 

explain its powerful reach and consolidation throughout the globe. It provides an 

explanation for why GDP is appealing and used in a context where the indicator’s 

conceptual fit with the economic structure seems inappropriate or its statistical 

quality is undermined. Additionally, this research shows that the scope for GDP 

criticisms is much broader than normally conceived, thereby exposing political 

struggles over the uses of the indicator, which have not been examined before. 

Third and last, this thesis demonstrates that in global governance, material 

power is mediated by technocracy and expertise. Neither China’s economic rise 

nor its increasingly active investment in global governance provide Chinese 

stakeholders with influence over GDP’s statistical standards. Instead, transnational 

and interpersonal dynamics in expert groups determine who holds power over 

statistical standard-setting. By incorporating these blind spots this thesis refines 

the literature on expert governance and serves to test existing theories of power in 

global governance.
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Samenvatting

Het bruto binnenlands product (bbp) is alomtegenwoordig in politieke en 

economische analyses. De indicator is de meest gebruikte maatstaf voor 

economische activiteit en wordt vaak gebruikt als graadmeter voor welzijn. Het 

is onderdeel van macro-economische modellen van ministeries, centrale banken 

en financiële instellingen, wordt gebruikt om stemverhoudingen in en financiële 

bijdragen aan internationale organisaties te bepalen en het voedt verhalen over 

economische ontwikkeling en politieke macht in de hele wereld. Vanwege deze 

diepe verankering in populaire en academische analyses en beleidsvorming, bepaalt 

bbp hoe we onze economie definiëren, wat we erin waarderen en hoe we het succes 

of falen van (economisch) beleid of de prestaties van politici beoordelen. Vanwege 

zijn alomtegenwoordigheid gaan we er onterecht vanuit dat de wijze waarop we 

bbp meten en de manieren waarop we de indicator gebruiken vanzelfsprekend zijn. 

De indicator is juist het resultaat van politiek conflict en beïnvloedt tegelijkertijd 

de sociale, politieke en economische ontwikkelingen die de indicator hebben 

gevormd.

Dit proefschrift bestudeert de politieke keuzes en gevolgen van het meten en 

gebruik van bbp in China. Het bbp vormt ons beeld en begrip van de Chinese 

politieke economie. De economische ontwikkeling van China wordt bijna 

uitsluitend weergegeven door de lens van het bbp. Daarnaast wordt China 

beschuldigd van datamanipulatie en het te optimistisch presenteren van bbp 

statistieken. Bovendien is de indicator diep geïntegreerd in de nationale en lokale 

beleidsvorming in de vorm van doelstellingen. Toch is het niet duidelijk waarom 

en hoe het bbp zo belangrijk is geworden voor China’s politieke economie. China 

nam de van oorsprong westerse indicator over ook al was het niet betrokken bij 

de ontwikkeling ervan en verschilden de economische structuur en het statistische 

systeem aanzienlijk van geïndustrialiseerde landen waaruit het concept bbp 

afkomstig was. Bovendien is het opmerkelijk dat de indicator een prominente 

plaats heeft verworven en deze lijkt te behouden in het Chinese bestuurssysteem. 

Immers, China begon laat met het meten van bbp en de Chinese bbp statistieken 

worden met scepsis en nauwlettendheid in de gaten gehouden. Evenmin weten 

we of Chinese belanghebbenden erin slagen de internationale standaarden te 

beïnvloeden waarop de politiek prominente indicator is gebaseerd.
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Om de politiek achter China’s relatie tot het bbp te ontrafelen, bestudeert dit 

proefschrift de adoptie, consolidatie, betwisting en het beheer van de indicator door 

Chinese belanghebbenden. Ten eerste bekijkt het hoe en waarom China begonnen 

is met het meten van bbp. Ten tweede onderzoekt het hoe politici de indicator 

integreerden in het Chinese bestuurssysteem. Ten derde beschrijft het hoe kritiek 

op het bbp de ontwikkeling van nieuwe indicatoren in China beïnvloedt. Ten slotte 

analyseert het de invloed en betrokkenheid van Chinese statistici bij het beheer 

van de statistische standaarden die bepalen hoe de indicator wereldwijd gemeten 

wordt. Hiermee geeft dit onderzoek inzicht in de oorsprong en gevolgen van zowel 

het meten als het gebruik van de indicator in de politieke economie van China.

Om de bbp-politiek in China vast te stellen en te verklaren, voert dit proefschrift 

een kwalitatieve, diepgaande casestudy uit en ontwikkelt het een conceptueel 

raamwerk waarmee we de politiek van indicatoren beter kunnen begrijpen. Het 

proefschrift maakt gebruik van verschillende primaire en secundaire schriftelijke 

bronnen, zoals officiële rapporten, beleidsmededelingen en -analyses van een 

breed scala aan Chinese en internationale instellingen en organisaties. Naast 

een uitgebreide documentanalyse zijn de bevindingen gebaseerd op een reeks 

(elite) interviews met Chinese en internationale statistici en beleidsmakers. Het 

conceptuele raamwerk combineert inzichten uit afzonderlijke onderzoeksgebieden 

in verschillende disciplines, zoals de sociologie van kwantificering, internationale 

politieke economie en internationale betrekkingen. Door macro-economische 

indicatoren te bekijken vanuit het perspectief van ‘macht’ begrijpen we beter hoe 

indicatoren verstrekkende politieke gevolgen hebben en hoe politieke strijd over 

belangen, ideeën of instituties hun metingen en concrete toepassingen vormt. 

Daarmee biedt het conceptuele raamwerk een verscheidenheid aan verklaringen 

voor de verschillende dimensies van de bbp-politiek die dit proefschrift onderzoekt.

De empirische analyse bespreekt eerst hoe en waarom China is begonnen met 

het meten van het bbp. Het beschrijft het proces dat heeft geleid tot de officiële 

goedkeuring van het System of National Accounts (SNA) als het raamwerk voor 

nationale rekeningen van China. China had tot 1985 het bbp niet officieel gemeten 

en pas in 1993 schakelde het officieel over op het SNA. Daarmee was China het laatste 

grote land dat begon met het produceren van bbp cijfers volgens internationale 

normen. Voorheen becijferde het de economie op basis van het marxistisch 

geïnspireerde Material Product System (MPS). De bevindingen in dit proefschrift 
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tonen aan dat de invoering van het bbp in China een experimenteel (vertaal)proces 

was, aangestuurd door binnenlandse politieke actoren. Chinese beleidsmakers 

probeerden de manier waarop bbp gemeten werd, af te stemmen op de Chinese 

omstandigheden en in overeenstemming te brengen met officieel gepropageerde 

politieke ideeën. Binnenlandse politieke debatten en politieke compromissen over 

economische hervormingen stelden grenzen aan hervormingen van het statistische 

systeem. Dit resulteerde eerst in een tijdelijk hybride statistisch systeem waarbij 

geselecteerde ideeën uit het SNA op het MPS-raamwerk werden geënt. Later 

droegen deze binnenlandse politieke discussies bij aan het afschaffen van het 

hybride experiment en het overnemen van het SNA-raamwerk. De adoptie van bbp 

statistieken duurde bijna een decennium en veroorzaakte ernstige meetproblemen 

voor het bbp. Dit toont aan dat naast politieke ideeën over de economie ook de 

kenmerken van het raamwerk voor nationale rekeningen, en de mate waarin het 

aansluit bij bestaande instituties, beïnvloedt hoe het bbp in China is opgenomen.

Vervolgens beschrijft het proefschrift hoe het bbp consolideerde als 

bestuursinstrument in China. Het analyseert hoe politici op hoog niveau de indicator 

gebruikten en laat zien dat de indicator symbolisch werd toegeëigend als onderdeel 

van het verhaal waaraan de Chinese Communistische Partij (CCP) haar legitimiteit 

ontleende. Modernisering, een van de centrale doelstellingen van de CCP, werd 

beschreven in termen van bbp en gekoppeld aan concrete doelen en een specifieke 

tijdlijn. De nationale bbp-doelstelling van China is afgeleid van dit verhaal. Deze 

symbolische functie en consolidatie van het bbp als legitimiteitsinstrument 

maakte de weg vrij om het bbp als verantwoordingsinstrument op te nemen in het 

prestatiebeoordelingssysteem. Lokale politici worden geëvalueerd via dit systeem 

en het vormt de basis voor promoties binnen het Chinese bestuurssysteem. 

De symbolische functie van het bbp in China heeft naast de toepassing van de 

indicator als bestuursinstrument ook andere gevolgen voor China’s politieke 

economie. Dit proefschrift laat ook zien dat het gebruik van het bbp als 

bestuursinstrument niet altijd werkte zoals bedoeld. De toepassing van het bbp 

als verantwoordingsinstrument veroorzaakte datamanipulatie en belemmerde de 

controle van de centrale leiding over (economische) beleidsvorming.

De specifieke oorsprong en implicaties van het gebruik van het bbp als 

bestuursinstrument zijn belangrijk voor het begrijpen van de bbp-politiek in 

China, omdat ze de betwisting van de indicator beïnvloeden. Het derde empirische 
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hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift onderzoekt in welke mate kritiek op het bbp 

weerklinkt in de ontwikkeling van nieuwe indicatoren. Het analyseert verschillende 

soorten kritiek die vaak in de (westerse) wereld geuit worden, waaronder klachten 

dat het bbp een ongeschikte maatstaf voor welzijn is (post-materiële kritiek) en 

dat het geen nauwkeurig beeld geeft van de economie (technische kritiek). De 

bevindingen in dit hoofdstuk laten echter zien dat de bbp-kritiek in China afwijkt 

van deze kritieken. In plaats daarvan richt het zich op de tekortkomingen van 

de indicator als instrument in het politieke bestuurssysteem van China. Deze 

‘instrumentele kritiek’ weerklinkt in de ontwikkeling van nieuwe indicatoren die 

als een alternatief voor bbp kunnen gelden. Het laat zien dat de consolidatie van 

het bbp als instrument voor legitimiteit en verantwoording bepalend is voor de 

ontwikkeling van deze indicatoren. Het bestuderen van de nieuwe indicatoren 

onthult ook dat lokale politici en statistici macht hebben over de mate waarin 

bbp succesvol betwist en eventueel vervangen wordt. Hun terughoudendheid bij 

de ontwikkeling van nieuwe indicatoren heeft de acceptatie van deze indicatoren 

in China belemmerd.

Het laatste empirische hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift keert terug naar de statistische 

standaarden die bepalen hoe bbp gemeten wordt en onderzoekt in hoeverre 

Chinese statistici deze standaarden op internationaal niveau kunnen beïnvloeden. 

Het beschrijft hun betrokkenheid bij Global Indicator Governance (GIG), de 

verzamelnaam voor de fora en instituties waar internationale standaarden voor 

macro-economische statistieken zoals het bbp worden besproken en opgesteld. De 

bevindingen tonen aan dat China er belang bij heeft de internationale statistische 

regels van het bbp vorm te geven, vooral wanneer deze standaarden onmiddellijke 

politieke gevolgen hebben. Tegelijkertijd is China echter grotendeels niet in staat 

om ze vorm te geven omdat experts, in plaats van machtige economische of politieke 

actoren, bepalen hoe de standaarden eruit zien. Deze invloedrijke rol van experts 

veroorzaakt belemmeringen voor Chinese statistici om invloed uit te oefenen 

over de internationale regulering van statistische standaarden. Chinese statistici 

zijn minder sterk vertegenwoordigd in het netwerk van internationale statistici, 

ze worden beschouwd als minder ervaren en gespecialiseerd en een taalbarrière 

lijkt communicatie te hinderen. Om deze barrières weg te nemen, moeten Chinese 

statistici erkenning krijgen van de internationale gemeenschap van experts die de 

statistische standaarden van het bbp beheert. Om deze erkenning te krijgen richten 

Chinese statistici zich op het verwerven van kennis over internationale statistische 
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standaarden en geavanceerde statistische onderwerpen en het vergroten van hun 

internationale ervaring op dit gebied. Dit kenmerkt de Chinese betrokkenheid bij 

GIG.

Dit proefschrift over China’s relatie tot het bbp heeft op drie verschillende 

manieren een belangrijke wetenschappelijke en maatschappelijke bijdrage. Het 

verbetert ons begrip van China’s politieke economie, de verscheidenheid aan bbp-

politiek en bestaande theorieën over macht in het mondiale politieke bestuur. 

Ten eerste vormt de consolidatie van het bbp in het Chinese bestuurssysteem de 

achtergrond waartegen we de huidige onevenwichtigheden in de Chinese economie 

en debatten over de legitimiteitsstrategie van de CCP kunnen begrijpen. Vanwege 

de bbp-doelstelling is het Chinese bestuurssysteem gericht op economische groei 

in termen van bbp. Dit heeft bijgedragen aan de snelle uitbreiding van de Chinese 

productiecapaciteit en enorme door de staat geleide investeringen met als gevolg 

een hoge lokale overheidsschuld en een (wereldwijde) overaccumulatiecrisis. 

Daarnaast toont dit proefschrift het belang van het bbp als een bron van legitimiteit 

en belicht het de (politieke) obstakels en uitdagingen waarmee de CCP te maken 

heeft terwijl ze deze strategie probeert aan te passen.

Ten tweede biedt dit proefschrift belangrijke correcties en aanvullingen op ons 

momenteel beperkte begrip van de politiek die schuilgaat achter het gebruik en 

meten van de bbp indicator. Het laat zien dat de adoptie van bbp statistieken 

buiten het Westen niet noodzakelijk het resultaat is van dwang van externe 

belanghebbenden of gedreven wordt door de ideeën van statistici. In plaats daarvan 

kan dit proces worden aangestuurd door binnenlandse politieke belanghebbenden 

die eigengereid vorm geven aan de manier waarop statistische standaarden van 

het bbp worden ingevoerd. Verder kan de symbolische functie van het bbp het 

krachtige bereik van de indicator en zijn alomtegenwoordigheid over de hele 

wereld verklaren. Het laat zien dat het bbp aantrekkelijk is en gebruikt kan 

worden zelfs wanneer de conceptuele definitie van de indicator niet past bij de 

economische structuur van een land of wanneer de statistische kwaliteit van bbp 

cijfers ondermaats is. Bovendien laat dit onderzoek zien dat de ruimte voor kritiek 

op bbp veel groter is dan normaal wordt gedacht. Het legt het nog niet eerder 

onderzochte politiek conflict over het gebruik van de indicator bloot.

Ten derde en ten slotte toont dit proefschrift dat materiële macht in mondiaal 

politiek bestuur niet altijd doorslaggevend is maar ook wordt gedreven door 
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technocratie en expertise. China’s economische opkomst, noch China’s steeds 

actievere investeringen in mondiaal bestuur geven Chinese actoren invloed op de 

statistische standaarden van het bbp. In plaats daarvan bepalen de transnationale en 

interpersoonlijke dynamiek in expertgroepen wie de macht heeft over statistische 

standaarden. Door op deze blinde vlekken te wijzen verfijnt dit proefschrift de 

literatuur over bestuur door experts en draagt het bij aan het testen van bestaande 

theorieën over macht in mondiaal bestuur.
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“We have not set a specific target for economic growth this year”. 

On 22 May 2020, the Chinese premier Li Keqiang stated these words at the National 

People’s Congress (NPC) (Davidson and Kuo, 2020). It marked the first time in decades 

that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership had refrained from declaring 

a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth target. In many ways this decision is of 

historical significance, and not only because the target was abandoned during a 

pandemic. The suspension of the GDP growth target puts the indicator, once again, 

in the spotlight of Chinese politics. It represents one of the many ways through 

which the “the world’s most powerful number” (Fioramonti, 2013: 1), is entangled 

with Chinese politics, its economy and governance system. 

Ever since the late 1970s when China started to rapidly open up and integrate 

into the global economy, GDP has been indispensably shaping China’s political 

economy and our understanding of it. Chinese economic development has been, 

almost exclusively, defined through the lens of GDP. Even though the country’s 

first official GDP measurement was produced relatively late in the mid-1980s 

and the reliability of China’s GDP figures has been open to question ever since, 

it is hard to imagine discussing its economy without referring to the indicator. 

Whether it is the impressive growth of its GDP per capita or the average growth 

rate of over nine percent annually over the last forty years, China’s GDP figures 

feed the narrative of the country as an ‘economic miracle’ (Harrison and Palumbo, 

2019). Moreover, China’s rapid GDP growth contributed to its ascendance in the 

global economy, giving rise to its image as ‘emerging economy’ (O’Neill, 2001) and 

great power ‘challenging’ the USA (Mearsheimer, 2010). The indicator has been 

shaping China’s image, influencing investment flows and economic and foreign 

policymaking, across the globe. 

In China’s domestic politics, the indicator has functioned as a lodestar for its 

development trajectory. Official national GDP growth targets have prominently 

figured as policy goals in the CCP’s Five-Year Plans (FYP) and in speeches by high-

level politicians. Moreover, local politicians have long been obsessive in pursuit of 

GDP growth, not least because they have been evaluated on the basis of it. However, 

the centrality of the GDP indicator to China’s political economy has given rise to 

structural imbalances in the Chinese economy (Bowles, 2012; Hung, 2008; Jiang, 
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12015) as well as tensions between the national and local governments, over data 

manipulation (Lyu et al., 2018; Wallace, 2016). It is these kinds of issues concerning 

China’s relationship with GDP that this thesis investigates. 

1.1 The politics of GDP in China

GDP’s significance reaches beyond China’s political economy. Few numbers have 

been as ubiquitous in political and economic analysis as GDP. The indicator is the 

most widely-used measure for economic activity and is often taken as a proxy for 

well-being (Stiglitz et al., 2009). GDP is powerful because it is deeply embedded in 

the political institutions, processes and discourses that shape our societies. There 

are many ways through which it is taken up by politicians, policymakers, citizens or 

academics. The indicator feeds directly into macroeconomic models used by finance 

and economic ministries, central banks and other public or private organizations 

(Henriksen, 2013). Additionally, GDP has been used to determine voting shares and 

financial contributions in, for example, the World Bank, International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) and United Nations (UN). It has also shaped investment allocation or 

even membership in international organizations or influential fora such as the 

G8 and G20. Furthermore, the indicator has been integrated into narratives and 

rankings, or functioned as arbiter in economic agreements such as the Stability and 

Growth Pact of the European Union (EU). Through these direct and indirect uses, 

“GDP [has] colonized the very lexicon of global governance” (Fioramonti, 2013: 42), 

drives (macroeconomic) governmental policies, structures social priorities, and 

shapes images of countries’ (economic) performance. How come this indicator has 

gained such political importance, both domestically and in international affairs? 

What makes it so attractive and how does it manage to exert its power in different 

settings? 

These questions are puzzling, especially when we take into account the fact that 

GDP is both the most powerful and contested indicator in the world. Following up 

on its uses, GDP is deeply political because of the implications of its measurement. 

How we measure GDP affects what we value in our economy. GDP’s measurement 

conflates price with value by concentrating on the goods and services that fetch an 

(unequal) price on the market (Mazzucato, 2018; Smith, 2012). It is an economic 

output measure which excludes non-monetary activities, such as unpaid household 

labor, and demeans them as ‘unproductive’ (Hoskyns and Rai, 2007; Waring, 1988). 
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Furthermore, it fails to account for environmental costs and it fails to provide insight 

into global imbalances or the distribution of wealth within societies (Stiglitz et al., 

2009). In this way, GDP prioritizes (growing) economic output in policymaking, 

political debates and in our notion of well-being, making no distinction between the 

good and bad we produce. In addition to these criticisms, GDP fails, increasingly, to 

accurately measure rapid changes in the economy, changes driven by globalization 

and digitalization. The biases and blind spots of GDP have been widely recognized 

and many alternatives to the measure have been developed (for an overview see 

Hoekstra, 2019). Yet none of these alternative measurements can match GDP’s 

status and its broad uptake across different political systems, economies and 

societies. It seems that challenges to the indicator have not affected its political 

prominence. 

Furthermore, despite outspoken criticism of GDP and broad recognition of its flaws, 

its measurement has spread widely across the globe and has proved remarkably 

resilient, over time. It still closely resembles the measure for economic activity 

developed by statisticians in the 1930s and 40s in the USA and UK. It depicts the 

economy as an aggregated national (material) output measure, thus displaying 

the political purposes, values and economic structure of Western industrialized 

countries, in the immediate post-war period (Mügge, 2020). We know that the 

GDP indicator is “anything but an objective arbiter of economic performance” 

(Mügge, 2016: 410). The choices for how and why we measure it are historically and 

politically contingent and rooted in political projects. Precisely because of this it is 

remarkable that GDP measurement, encoded in the System of National Accounts 

(SNA), has remained largely consistent and has been used to describe a wide 

variety of economies. The global economic structure has altered, fundamentally 

changing trade, production and consumption patterns, providing power to new 

stakeholders, such as emerging economies or tech companies. So, why has this 

redistribution of power not affected how we measure our economy? Do political 

struggles over GDP’s measurement reflect these power shifts at all? This sparks a 

more fundamental question about measuring GDP. If the measure is politically and 

historically contingent, serving purposes of a specific time and place, then why 

and how has it spread across the globe, even to countries that were (originally) not 

involved in developing it, with economic structures which GDP fails to accurately 

capture and with institutions not suitable for measuring the indicator?
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1To understand these puzzling elements of GDP politics this thesis turns to China. 

First, it is not obvious why China started measuring GDP. It was not directly involved 

in developing the indicator and its economic structure still differed considerably 

from Western industrialized countries when in 1993, as one of the last countries 

in the world to do so, it officially adopted the SNA. Second, it is remarkable that 

despite coming late to measuring GDP, the indicator gained a prominent place in 

China’s political economy. As indicated before, the indicator is deeply embedded 

in China’s national and local policymaking and has shaped the country’s 

international image. Third, Chinese GDP statistics have been severely scrutinized, 

questioning the extent to which they (can) reflect what is happening in China’s 

economy or whether they reflect some sort of data manipulation (Holz, 2004; Koch-

Weser, 2013; Lyu et al., 2018; Owyang and Shell, 2017; Rawski, 2001; Rosen and 

Bao, 2015; Wallace, 2016). However, it remains unclear what implications these, 

or other criticisms of Chinese GDP, have had for the indicator or how and why its 

position has been contested. Last, China’s ascendance in the global economy and 

increased engagement in global governance suggests that it has gained power and 

has become more interested in actively shaping international affairs. This could 

also apply to international statistical standard-setting. However, considering its 

status as relative newcomer to the SNA and the stickiness of GDP measurement, it 

is an open question whether China has been able to shape GDP measurement or 

has had any desire, in fact, to alter how we measure our economy. 

In sum, the GDP indicator is a site of politics, and the Chinese case can help clarify 

puzzling aspects of it. To do so we must comprehensively grasp the politics of GDP 

in China, in all its dimensions, and find out what makes it particular to China. 

Therefore, this thesis answers the following research question: 

• How can we understand the politics of China’s relationship with GDP?

This question can be split up in sub-questions each addressing a specific dimension 

of China’s relationship with GDP:

First, it focuses on the origin of China’s relationship with GDP. This thesis explains 

how and why the indicator spread to the country and focuses on the adoption of 

GDP measurement in China. The first sub-question therefore addresses the uptake 

of the indicator’s measurement in China: 
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• How and why did China adopt GDP as a macroeconomic measure? (uptake)

Second, China’s relationship with GDP goes beyond its adoption. This thesis must 

also address how the indicator, after the initial uptake, has been used by Chinese 

political stakeholders and managed to attain specific functions in its political 

economy. Therefore, the second sub-question addresses the consolidation of GDP 

in China: 

• How was GDP embraced politically and integrated into the Chinese governance system?

(consolidation)

Third, any relationship is subject to challenges and there is no reason to assume 

that China’s relationship with GDP is immune. The GDP indicator has been severely 

criticized, including through the development of new indicators. Understanding 

the politics of GDP in China is therefore incomplete without studying contestation 

over the indicator. The third sub-question takes up this issue:

• How are GDP criticisms reflected in the development of new indicators in China?

(contestation)

Last, to fully understand China’s relationship with GDP we must zoom in on the 

governance of the indicator’s statistical standards at the international level. It is not 

only the domestic uptake of these standards but also the engagement of Chinese 

stakeholders and their ability to influence them that shapes the politics of GDP. 

The last sub-question focuses on this dimension:  

• What influence do Chinese stakeholders have over global indicator governance and how

do they engage in it? (governance)

This thesis tries to find answers to these questions within China’s political economy. The 

country is often portrayed as an economic miracle, not least because of its impressive 

economic growth over the last forty years, growth that has led to a substantial 

increase in living standards and a marked decline in poverty. China has evolved from 

a developing country, rather isolated and inward-looking during the Mao-era, to an 

influential economic and political power that today, is highly integrated into the global 

economy. It is no longer a producer of low-end export goods but has proved to be a 

frontrunner in developing leading technologies and is one of the largest consumer 

markets and foreign investors in the world. Additionally, China increasingly takes 



Introduction

7   

1up a leading position in global governance. This transition is unprecedented but also 

remarkable considering where China is coming from. We must not forget that until 

relatively recently China’s economic system and institutions were organized according 

to socialist principles. Although this legacy has not vanished completely and continues 

to play an important role in the political ideology of the CCP, economic reforms and 

integration into the global capitalist system have fundamentally altered China’s 

economy. This transition has shaped China’s economic institutions and policymaking, 

introducing macroeconomic management, private ownership and market prices. 

That said, China’s political system has remained largely the same. It continues to 

be an authoritarian regime governed by only one party, the Chinese Communist 

Party. Although the political system is highly centralized, there is a vast bureaucratic 

organization covering different levels of government, blending centralized and 

decentralized economic power and responsibilities. 

By investigating the politics of China’s relationship with GDP, this thesis will 

demonstrate that Chinese political stakeholders have been the driving force 

behind the uptake of GDP measurement and the consolidation of GDP as a 

governance tool. One of the main observations is that in both instances, Chinese 

politicians have tried to tailor GDP to Chinese circumstances, either to fit officially 

propagated political ideas in the early reform period or to support the legitimation 

of CCP’s rule. However, there were limits to grafting the foreign national accounts 

framework from which GDP is derived on to the already existing communist 

statistical framework, in the Chinese context. Besides changes in domestic 

political ideas about economic reform, these practical obstacles contributed to 

China’s adoption of the internationally standardized System of National Accounts 

and the decision to deviate from customizing GDP measurement. In contrast to 

GDP measurement, GDP’s uses have been adjusted to fit into the Chinese political 

context and institutions. The indicator has been symbolically appropriated and 

absorbed into the distinctive narrative from which the CCP derives its legitimacy. 

The specific meaning attached to the indicator in China paved the way for its 

consolidation as a target in both the national Five-Year Plans and within the local 

performance assessment system. This consolidation, in the form of a legitimation 

and accountability tool, has had various consequences, one of which is that it 

shapes contestation over the indicator in China. Criticism of GDP, focuses on the 

deficiencies of GDP as a governance tool, which reverberates in the development 

of new indicators. Additionally, political interests are vested in the indicator 
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because it shapes how China or Chinese politicians are viewed by both an external 

and domestic audience. These immediate political implications of GDP are an 

important reason for Chinese statisticians to actively engage in governance over 

GDP’s international statistical standards. However, their ability to influence GDP 

measurement on the international level is limited.

This study of the politics of China’s relationship with GDP makes three contributions, 

each in different areas. It provides insights into China’s political economy itself, the 

variety of GDP politics and existing theories of global standard-setting. First, we learn 

about China’s political economy and the historical developments that have shaped 

it. The consolidation of GDP in China’s governance system forms the background 

against which we can comprehend current imbalances in China’s economy and 

developments in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy. The concrete application of GDP 

targets on both the national and local level have geared China’s governance system 

and economic policymaking towards pursuing GDP growth. As a result, Chinese 

(local) governments have massively invested in projects, often unprofitable, 

leading to high rates of local government debt and a (global) overaccumulation 

crisis. The symbolic appropriation of GDP, as legitimation tool in China, provides 

an explanation for the stickiness of the policymaking tool. Despite its negative 

implications for China’s fiscal vulnerability and the sustainability of its growth 

model, GDP remains an important source of legitimacy for the CCP. In addition to 

the symbolic power of GDP, this thesis points out that the reticence shown by local 

politicians and statisticians towards new indicators hinders the CCP’s attempt to 

alter and adjust its legitimacy strategy, beyond economic performance legitimacy. 

Thus, the findings assist in identifying challenges to the CCP’s legitimacy strategy.

Second, this thesis contributes to the expansion and further development of 

theories of GDP politics. China’s political governance, economic development 

trajectory and statistical institutions differ considerably from Western or 

industrialized countries, on which most of our understanding of GDP politics is 

based. Therefore, the Chinese case helps us to assess under which circumstances 

our current knowledge about the indicator’s politics holds good or whether we have 

overlooked important contextual factors. As such, it provides important correctives 

and additions to our currently limited understanding of the variety of GDP politics, 

particularly regarding the global spread of the indicator, its uses as a governance 

tool or governance over its standards. The adoption of GDP measurement in 
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1China shows that politicians in developing countries can distinctively shape and 

have agency over the uptake of internationally standardized national accounting 

frameworks and are not necessarily coerced by external stakeholders or leave 

statistical reform up to statisticians. Furthermore, the symbolic function of GDP 

in China shows how the indicator can appropriate different meanings. This forms 

the basis for understanding the global reach and consolidation of the indicator 

throughout different economies, political systems and by a variety of stakeholders. 

After all, it can explain why GDP is appealing and used even in a context where the 

indicator’s conceptual fit with the economic structure seems inappropriate or its 

statistical quality is undermined. Furthermore, the politics of GDP in China shows 

that the scope for GDP criticism is much broader than is normally conceived, aimed 

at the instrumental deficiencies of the indicator’s concrete applications, instead of 

conceptual or technical inadequacies stemming from its measurement. This puts 

the focus on a variety of political struggles over the indicator that hitherto, have 

not been examined. With these novel insights into the variety of GDP politics, this 

thesis enables the development of important hypotheses on this topic, laying the 

groundwork for future research on the issue in other countries. 

Third, this research contributes to enrich existing theories of power in global 

standard-setting. Studying GDP politics in the global political arena demonstrates 

that material power is mediated by technocracy and expertise. Neither China’s 

economic rise nor its increasingly active investment in global governance provides 

Chinese stakeholders with influence over statistical standard-setting. Instead, 

factors such as mutual recognition about knowledge and personal (communication) 

skills within international expert communities creates an unequal distribution 

of power between experts, limiting the ability of Chinese stakeholders to shape 

GDP’s governance. These findings foreground the relevance of transnational and 

interpersonal dynamics of expert’s groups. By incorporating these blind spots 

this thesis refines the literature on expert governance and contributes to our 

understanding of what determines international standard-setting. 

The rest of this introductory chapter serves to summarize the thesis. It first discusses 

how GDP literature has approached the research questions above, highlighting 

several shortcomings and gaps. Section 1.3 elaborates on the research approach, 

focusing on China as a case and the methods used. Section 1.4 concludes with a 

short overview of the rest of the thesis. 
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1.2 Gaps in the existing literature

Over the last couple of years, a surge of research has made the GDP indicator 

a main object of analysis. Therefore, GDP literature is an obvious place to start 

investigating the politics of the indicator in China. How and to what extent have 

they addressed the different political dimensions, such as the uptake, consolidation, 

contestation and governance of the indicator? At the risk of oversimplification, this 

thesis identifies three main approaches. 

First, analyses mainly provide historical accounts of GDP’s uptake and consolidation 

as arguably, “the world’s most powerful number” (Fioramonti, 2013: 1). They give 

an insight into who was involved in developing GDP’s methodology, why it was 

measured in the first place and which measurement choices were made. Historical 

analyses of GDP mostly focus on developments in the 1930s and early post-war 

period, specifically on how GDP measurement originated in the USA and UK (Coyle, 

2015; Fogel et al., 2013; Lepenies, 2016), or how the indicator became entangled in 

the (statistical) work of international organizations such as the OECD (Schmelzer, 

2016) and the UN (Ward, 2004a). These accounts of the politics of GDP show that the 

metric originated as a response to policymakers’ needs to receive information on 

economic circumstances and that (the interaction between) individual economists 

determined the measurement choices made in GDP. Furthermore, it describes the 

uptake of GDP and its consolidation in the post-war period as intertwined with the 

economic growth paradigm (Barry, 2020; Masood, 2016; Schmelzer, 2016). 

This approach rightly analyzes important historical events, stakeholders, and the 

ideas that have contributed to the development of the GDP indicator. However, due 

to its limited chronological and geographical focus it fails to provide a representative 

understanding of how GDP became and remained such a powerful indicator. Except 

for Herrera (2010) and Masood (2016), an adequate account of how GDP spread 

beyond Western industrialized countries is lacking. The uptake of the indicator 

throughout the globe contributes greatly to its power and therefore we should study 

GDP’s diffusion into places that significantly differed from the context in which it 

originated. For example, variation in the set-up of statistical institutions, political 

governance systems or the economic structure, helps to comprehensively disentangle 

the appeal of the indicator, and expose possible challenges to its uptake. 

Second, the GDP literature has identified the various limitations of the indicator. 
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1It has emphasized that the indicator is a misleading and a potentially harmful 

benchmark for policymaking (Fioramonti, 2013; Hoekstra, 2019; Philipsen, 

2015). Here, critiques of GDP as a policymaking tool often address the negative 

implications of pursuing economic growth as a core policy goal. Additionally, this 

strand has pointed to the many limitations of GDP measurement, both as a measure 

for well-being (Coyle, 2015; Stiglitz et al., 2009) and the economy itself (Bean, 2016; 

Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; Coyle and Mitra-Kahn, 2017). Following up on this 

criticism, the GDP-debate predominantly focuses on developing better metrics 

as an alternative or adjustment to GDP (e.g. Barrington-Leigh and Escande, 2018; 

Bleys, 2012; Costanza et al., 2009; Gadrey and Jany-Catrice, 2006). 

What these criticisms of GDP have in common, is a focus on the measurement and 

a failure to systematically review the concrete application of the indicator in society. 

Also lacking, is an analysis of how GDP directly affects policymaking decisions, 

political debates or the set-up of institutions in our societies. Although some 

research delineates more explicitly the notion of the GDP indicator as a powerful 

idea and consequential tool (e.g. Assa, 2018; Barry, 2020; Felice, 2016), the analysis 

of GDP’s politics mostly remains grounded on anecdotal or abstract examples. We 

are currently missing a thorough and systematic empirical analysis which traces 

how GDP is embedded in discourses of policymakers and politicians, or where and 

how it is part of bureaucratic policymaking processes, such as in national and local 

budgets or evaluation mechanisms and benchmarks. As a result, claims that GDP 

‘drives macroeconomic governmental policies and sets priorities in social fields’ 

(Fioramonti, 2013: 10), ‘afforded unprecedented power to technocrats and business 

specialists’ (ibid: 12), or ‘shaped our understanding of economic progress’ (ibid.), stay 

rather abstract. How precisely GDP shapes our societies can only be clarified by also 

studying the social interactions over GDP’s concrete uses and the mechanisms behind 

them. This also applies to the contestation over GDP. The plethora of alternative 

indicators has not necessarily provided full insight into the variety of reasons behind 

contestation over GDP and the resilience of the indicator. Instead, case studies 

examining the development and use of Beyond-GDP indicators can contribute to that 

(Bell and Morse, 2011; Corlet Walker et al., 2020; Hayden and Wilson, 2016). 

Lastly, there is a large literature which discusses China’s GDP. Even more than 

the GDP literature, it provides a very narrow account of the dimensions of GDP 

politics. It mainly addresses the mismeasurement of Chinese GDP statistics, trying 
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to estimate to which extent official statistics are reliable and accurately reflect 

China’s economic growth (Holz, 2004; Koch-Weser, 2013; Lyu et al., 2018; Owyang 

and Shell, 2017; Rawski, 2001; Rosen and Bao, 2015; Wallace, 2016). It recalculates 

GDP or develops alternative measures of Chinese economic growth (e.g. Klein 

and Özmucur, 2002; Mehrotra and Pääkkönen, 2011; Wu, 2000, 2007). Regarding 

the politics of GDP, it mainly identifies data falsification by local governments 

and suggests that the cause is the existence of GDP targets in local performance 

assessment systems. Nonetheless, similar to the GDP literature it lacks deep 

empirical insights into the mechanisms behind the consolidation of GDP’s 

concrete applications in the Chinese governance system. Most analyses of the local 

performance assessment system only examine how economic performance, in 

terms of GDP, influences the promotion of local cadres (Chen et al., 2005; Li and 

Zhou, 2005; Shih et al., 2012; Su et al., 2012). Furthermore, questions like how GDP 

measurement diffused to China, how the GDP target originated in the first place or 

what role Chinese stakeholders play in the governance of GDP’s global statistical 

standards, remain unanswered. Descriptions of China’s statistical system and GDP 

measurement practices (Chander, 2014; Holz, 2004) provide hints about where to 

look for explanations, but do not give conclusive answers.

1.3 Research approach and methodology

The goal of this research is to uncover the diverse political dimensions of China’s 

relationship with the GDP indicator. It aims to understand how GDP was taken 

up, consolidated, contested and governed in China by Chinese stakeholders, and 

to explain how these developments were a response to the political, economic 

and social context. I study GDP’s measurement, both how its internationally 

harmonized statistical standards diffused to China and the extent to which Chinese 

stakeholders are able to shape them on the international level. Furthermore, I 

investigate how, beyond its measurement, GDP was appropriated as an idea and 

governance tool. I then reflect on the implications of these indicator’s uses for the 

political legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party and the development of new 

indicators in China.
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11.3.1 China as a case
This thesis is a case study investigating the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. 

A case study can be defined as “an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives 

of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, program 

or system [or contemporary phenomenon] in a “real life” context” (Simmons, 2009: 21). 

Its purpose is to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon, not only for 

that case, but also in order to provide insight into the “larger class of (similar) units” 

(Gerring, 2004: 342). It implies that investigating the Chinese case expands and further 

develops our understanding of GDP politics and tests how existing notions of global 

standard-setting and power play out on a broader scale in the global political arena. 

Studying the Chinese case is useful for expanding and further developing our 

knowledge about GDP politics. First, China contributed to the political history of 

GDP and the power of the indicator in important ways. China was the last major 

holdout for adopting the System of National Accounts. Thereby it contributed to 

the global hegemony of the framework and solidified the statistical lens through 

which we see our economies up until today. Furthermore, China’s impressive GDP 

growth figures over the last forty years have supported the continued global appeal 

of the GDP indicator and the economic growth paradigm, not least for developing 

countries. Additionally, the fact that one of the largest economies in the world 

explicitly uses GDP as a policy goal shapes its fame and thereby the story of GDP. 

An analysis of the politics of GDP is therefore incomplete without understanding 

the different ways it has manifested itself in China. 

Moreover, the Chinese case is particularly relevant when assessing the universality 

of our knowledge about the varieties of GDP politics. Most of this knowledge is 

currently based on studies of Western industrialized countries. Generally speaking, 

they share important traits in terms of their political system, economic structure or 

membership of international organizations, especially compared to other countries 

in the world. Because China’s political economy differs in important ways from 

these cases, studying it allows us to evaluate whether we see similar patterns of 

GDP politics across a wide variety of contexts or when and how different political 

or economic settings matter for GDP.  

Regarding the uptake of GDP measurement, the Chinese case can show us to which 

extent and how the set-up of the statistical system and specific priorities of political 
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stakeholders affect the adoption of GDP measurement. In China, a fundamentally 

different national accounting framework was already in place, meaning that 

adopting GDP measurement implied statistical reform, more so and different than 

it might have been in other cases. In the West after all, GDP was homegrown and 

statistical systems and the indicator’s measurement could develop hand in hand, 

while for many developing countries statistical capacity was much lower, and 

their statistical system was far less exhaustive than the Chinese one. Thus, China’s 

uptake of the indicator might expose challenges to the uptake of GDP measurement 

that have been overlooked elsewhere. Furthermore, in the West GDP measurement 

derives from domestic demands for information about the economy. However, it 

was not designed to capture China’s economic structure which, especially in the 

1980s, differed considerably from Western capitalist economies. Therefore, China’s 

adoption of GDP measurement might be grounded in a different political rationale 

or could be driven by other types of stakeholders. Studying it can provide us with 

insights into the diversity of drivers behind measuring GDP across the globe. 

In addition to GDP measurement, the Chinese case helps us to better understand 

under which variety of circumstances, and in which forms, GDP gets consolidated 

in political institutions, economic policymaking or political discourse. Chinese 

political institutions and its economic trajectory differ considerably from those 

in other countries. As an authoritarian country which is ruled by the CCP, it can 

for example show how and why using a capitalist indicator as GDP is legitimized 

in a communist setting. Furthermore, it might expose in what ways the GDP 

indicator is useful to authoritarian leaders or functions in a large bureaucratic 

apparatus. These characteristics of the Chinese political system are likely to shape 

the manner in which GDP is used compared to small democracies for example, or 

international organizations. In any case, due to the vast size of China’s economy 

and population, we can also expect that (potentially negative) implications of using 

the indicator, in policymaking or as a tool for political legitimation, play out on a 

different and much larger scale, than we have seen in other countries. This could 

affect stakeholders’ interests in the indicator and their judgement about it. For that 

reason, not only the authoritarian context but also the unique characteristics of 

China’s political economy could shape contestation over the indicator in different 

ways. At the same time, it is an open question to which extent Chinese stakeholders, 

such as statisticians, take into account these political factors in their decisions or 

whether their actions and potential development of new indicators are driven by 



Introduction

15   

1professional norms. Studying these factors in China could help to broaden our 

view on why and by whom GDP is criticized, while it also allows us to spot similar 

patterns on this dimension of GDP politics, across the globe. 

China is also an appropriate case for investigating whether material power is an 

important source of influence in global governance and international standard-

setting. China’s economic rise has provided the country with an important 

power base in the global economy and international politics. The massive size of 

its economy gives the country a crucial position in global trade, production and 

consumption patterns, and contributes to its great power status. Furthermore, 

its economic rise is paired with increased participation and visibility in global 

governance. This suggests that China’s rise also means increased political power. 

Examining whether Chinese stakeholders are able to use this increased material 

power to shape GDP measurement helps in assessing how, in the global political 

arena, existing notions about power play out on a broader scale. International 

statistical standard-setting is an area of global governance that is often overlooked in 

research about the politics of standard-setting. Global Indicator Governance (GIG), 

the term this thesis uses to describe the issue area where international standards 

for macroeconomic measurements such as GDP are debated and drafted, therefore 

allows us to test existing notions about power in a different type of setting. This 

helps in assessing the generalizability of findings about material power in the 

standard-setting literature.  

Besides providing insight into other phenomena, it is valuable to study China as a 

case, in and of, itself. During the last forty years, China’s economic development 

has had a decisive impact on the global political economy and geopolitical relations, 

particularly on the everyday lives of Chinese citizens, constituting almost twenty 

percent of the global population. The country’s size and its growing influence over 

the global political economy makes it obvious why we should better understand 

what is happening there. Studying GDP can contribute to this endeavor. The 

GDP indicator, as one of the most-used macroeconomic measurements, has 

been functioning as a lens through which we understand the Chinese economy. 

Additionally, it is embedded in China’s national and local policymaking, therefore, 

GDP is an inherent part of China’s political economy. It is not only an outside 

spectator merely describing what happens there, but also intervenes in and shapes 

Chinese politics. To understand the Chinese political economy, its domestic political 
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debates, economic policymaking or its development trajectory and its implications, 

we must analyze the country’s relationship with the indicator. 

The focal points and time periods, researched in the individual chapters, support 

the different contributions for studying China as a case. The chapters cover 

different time periods, ranging from the late 1970s up until today. Additionally, 

by focusing on both its measurement and uses on the domestic and international 

level, it covers a wide variety of dimensions of GDP politics. Thereby, the research 

gives a comprehensive overview of the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. 

It supports this thesis’ contribution to an increased understanding of the Chinese 

political economy since it puts the influence of the indicator in China in historical 

perspective. Moreover, it also expands our knowledge about GDP politics. The 

different time periods and dimensions of GDP politics enrich the usefulness of China 

as a case, since it enhances the variety of cases with which China’s experiences 

with GDP can be compared. For example, when China started measuring GDP and 

first adopted the GDP target it was considered to be a developing country whereas 

now it can be regarded as a great power, and although China came late to GDP 

measurement, over the last decades it has gained much experience in the use of 

GDP, as a policy tool. Being able to reflect on these different factors in one case is 

an effective way to enrich our understanding of the varieties of GDP politics. Even 

though it makes the case as a whole quite unique, the variation makes it possible 

to reflect on a larger variety of cases. 

The broad time span of the research and the many different political dimensions 

addressed apply to some of the most important stakeholders, relevant to GDP 

politics. The research mostly focuses on domestic (elite) politics and transnational 

interactions, and therefore highlights the role statisticians (from the national 

statistical office or in international organizations) and high-level politicians or 

policymaking bodies play in the politics of GDP in China. Also, beyond China, 

these types of stakeholders are most directly involved in measuring GDP or use the 

indicator in their everyday activities. Therefore, focusing on these stakeholders is 

justified, not least since it allows for building on the current GDP literature focused 

on these actors. Furthermore, because of its relevance to China’s GDP politics, 

the research also addresses political tensions over GDP between national and 

local governance bodies, particularly as part of the discussion on GDP’s concrete 

applications and the development of new indicators in China. Additionally, the 
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1
analysis could be further extended by including the (Chinese) public’s perspective 

on China’s GDP measurement and political uses of the indicator. This thesis touches 

upon this aspect of GDP politics in light of the indicator’s function as a legitimation 

tool. However, it lacks the space and access to appropriate sources for stand-alone 

in-depth examinations of these local and public dynamics. Despite these limitations 

and considering that this last topic in particular remains underexplored, this study 

of China’s GDP politics provides an in-depth contribution to our knowledge about 

the varieties of GDP politics, existing notions of power in global governance and 

China’s political economy itself. 

1.3.2 Methodological considerations and data-gathering
The goal of this thesis’ inquiry is to uncover the diverse political dimensions of GDP. 

This requires a broad research approach which is capable of capturing different 

types of objects under investigation, including GDP’s measurement and its uses as 

tools or representation of ideas, and is able to examine the many different factors 

that shape them, such as the institutional context, personal beliefs or material 

interests.

To support this broad goal of capturing and explaining a variety of different aspects 

of GDP politics in China, I opted for an eclectic approach (Sil and Katzenstein, 2010), 

combining insights from different theoretical approaches to explain empirical 

patterns. This approach “is about making intellectually and practically useful 

connections among clusters of analyses that are substantively related but normally 

formulated in separate paradigms” (Sil and Katzenstein, 2010: 2). Such an approach 

is particularly appropriate for studying the politics of indicators. The study of 

(the social and political origins and consequences of) quantification is widely 

dispersed over many different disciplines, such as public administration, sociology, 

anthropology, science and technology studies, as well as political economy or 

international relations, and has been approached by a variety of analytical angles 

using different research methods (Berman and Hirschman, 2018; Mennicken and 

Espeland, 2019). Therefore, it is difficult to consider the study of quantification 

as a field of study in its own right, crossing as it does, disciplines and geography 

(Mennicken and Espeland, 2019). 

Using an eclectic approach to study China’s GDP politics has a number of 

advantages. First, it allows for consideration of the rich range of concepts, logics, 
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mechanisms and interpretations from the various disciplines and builds on 

existing work that reviews aspects and substantive problems related to the politics 

of indicators. Second, the approach helps to show how diverse mechanisms of 

competing theories might interact and produce outcomes that are of interest and 

relevance to society. This thesis works with these concepts in an open manner to 

further develop study on the politics of indicators by considering its broad scope, 

and by providing empirical examples of concepts and mechanisms. The literature 

review in the next chapter represents the eclectic approach and aims to provide a 

coherent overview of how one can use different theoretical approaches to capture 

the various dimensions of indicator politics.  

The empirical research is of a qualitative nature, since I deemed this approach most 

suitable for answering the type of questions that are central to this research. It 

allows for the provision of in-depth descriptions and explanations of the processes 

of taking up, consolidating, contesting and governing the GDP indicator. Because of 

the relatively underexplored status and variety of dispersed theoretical approaches 

applied to the topic, neither a neatly inductive nor deductive approach has been 

applied. Instead, it requires going back and forth from empirical observations to 

theoretical formulation. 

The first step was rather inductive. I started with identifying in what ways the GDP 

indicator had been introduced to China and how it developed, looking at when 

and how it was measured, but also in what forms it had been used and where it 

had been mentioned. This included identifying a set of key moments or events that 

have shaped GDP measurement and its uses and provided an idea of the historical 

chronology of GDP in China. Besides that, it provided an overview of the relevant 

Chinese stakeholders that have shaped the politics of GDP during these periods. 

Based on this first exploration of the empirical data, I drafted an outline of the four 

relevant topics and focal points.

The second step was of a more deductive nature, linking these events to the 

insights derived from the literature, relevant to the politics of indicators. Here 

the leading questions were: what do these events represent, of what are they an 

example and what are possible explanations for the development we see? In this 

step I not only consulted theoretical insights from the literature on the politics of 

statistics, but also borrowed from other strands of research, such as international 

relations, international political economy or sociology. This pointed to factors 
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1which might have played an important role in events, like the adoption of GDP 

measurement, international statistical standard-setting or development of new 

indicators. Although this deductive step helped to formulate expectations and 

structure the empirical data gathering, it was not used to construct hypotheses to 

later test causality. Instead, I used the concepts and theoretical insights in an open-

ended matter, consistent with the eclectic approach.

The third step of the research was to build on the preliminary empirical findings and 

exploration of theoretical insights by gathering and analyzing empirical material 

that could further describe and explain the different phenomena of GDP politics 

in China, as identified in the first step. This involved a degree of process tracing, 

a “systematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected and analyzed in light 

of research questions … posed by the investigator” (Collier, 2011: 823). Focusing 

on describing the process helped to support the goal of the research, namely, to 

detect empirical patterns that display how different types of mechanisms shape 

GDP politics in China, rather than only explaining outcomes on the basis of pre-

determined theory-driven regularities or with the aim of developing them. 

Challenges of the research approach and data sources

Before further describing how I conducted the research I want to reflect on the 

challenges of doing research in and about China. My personal background has had 

an impact on the study in two ways. First, Chinese is not my native language. I have 

a basic understanding of the Chinese language which allows me to communicate 

in an everyday situation. This skill has been useful in establishing contact with 

Chinese stakeholders during my fieldwork and helped to smooth out the desk 

research because I was able to effectively recognize appropriate search terms. 

However, my language proficiency does not allow me to directly analyze Chinese 

language sources on more complex topics without the assistance of translators or 

translation tools. Therefore, I was dependent on help to translate interviews and 

a selection of written materials. Inevitably, in this process some information gets 

lost. Below, I reflect further on this issue, its implications for the research and how 

I coped with it when discussing the qualitative sources I used. 

Second, as a non-Chinese citizen, I am in many ways an outsider in relation to 

the issues I am researching. Because my education, professional life and academic 

affiliation have been experienced in a Western European context, my network 
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primarily consists of Western (European) statisticians or policymakers and my 

knowledge has been shaped by Western (academic) debates. This influenced me 

when I chose the dimensions I study in this research, either because they were 

grounded in academic debates that were relevant to my immediate context 

or were practically executable due to my network. Fortunately, with help from 

Chinese stakeholders, I managed to get access to relevant interviewees and other 

primary Chinese sources. This has helped to comprehensively include Chinese 

perspectives and provide a holistic picture of China’s GDP politics. Nevertheless, 

being an outsider has influenced interactions with Chinese stakeholders. On 

the one hand, Chinese interviewees or assistants were very open, elaborately 

describing the history and production of GDP measurement and debates about the 

indicator in Chinese society. Perhaps this happened because they felt they needed 

to explain everything, assuming that I, as outsider, would not know how things 

worked. Alternatively, it could be a response to the external criticism China’s 

GDP has received. As a result, interviewees might have felt that they needed to 

counter or nuance this view when dealing with an outsider. On the other hand, at 

times, Chinese interviewees seemed hesitant to answer certain questions or stuck 

to descriptions instead of also providing their opinion. My position as a foreign 

researcher could have created a sense of distrust which might have been reinforced 

because of the potential political sensitivity of the topic. 

The latter is especially relevant considering the topic of this thesis. GDP politics is 

a politically sensitive issue under many circumstances, especially in China where 

the indicator is closely related to the CCP and its governance over the country. 

This poses challenges to researching the topic. Because of the political sensitivity 

it seemed that interviewees were sometimes hesitant to talk about issues related 

to GDP, especially when the topic related to government management, official 

policy goals or when the interviewee had an official government position. At 

times their answers closely reiterated the official government’s point of view. It is 

also likely that a variety of written sources, such as government and state media 

reports or academic analyses, reflect the official government policy and leave 

little room for alternative viewpoints. Fortunately, it turned out that the specific 

dimensions of GDP politics I chose to research, especially those focusing on the 

history of China’s GDP measurement or statistical development of indicators, 

were less politically sensitive than anticipated. It also appears that the Chinese 

National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) tries to share more information with an outside 
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1audience to counter criticisms on Chinese GDP measurement. As a result, I had 

access to many more Chinese sources on the adoption of GDP measurement and 

China’s statistical system reform, than initially anticipated, and interviewees were 

willing to talk about these topics. Sometimes official documents also consisted of 

potentially sensitive information, such as the role of local governments in Green 

GDP measurement or data manipulation. Even though this information comes 

from a specific political viewpoint, it shows that it is possible to study the politics 

of GDP in China. Triangulating my findings using a variety of qualitative sources 

was a help when coping with the one-sidedness of official information. 

Data sources

As mentioned earlier, I analyzed qualitative sources to provide answers to the 

posed research questions and I applied extensive document analysis on a range of 

written sources. The type of written sources used in this research are mainly official 

reports, policy announcements and decisions or analyses published by a range of 

Chinese and international stakeholders. From the Chinese National Bureau of 

Statistics, I analyzed official policy reports and publications on official statistical 

measurements and (reforms in) the statistical system. This helped me to describe and 

identify when and how GDP measurement and international statistical standards 

were adopted and developed, or adjusted in the Chinese context. Additionally, it 

proved to be useful in establishing the Bureau’s statistical priorities, including the 

development of a new type of statistics, and how they linked to priorities within 

the Chinese administration. Public announcements, including interviews with, or 

presentations of (senior) statisticians, and descriptions of meetings and activities of 

the Bureau also contributed to the latter. However, it was especially helpful when 

trying to analyze the reasoning behind measuring GDP, adopting international 

standards or interacting in the international statistical community. 

Written sources from international organizations were valuable for adequately 

describing the process of GDP measurement and adoption, or debates about 

international statistical standards. The (specialized) reports describing the (statistical) 

missions of these organizations in China provided in-depth knowledge about the 

Chinese statistical system, including the practical challenges of implementing 

international statistical standards. Besides reports, I also studied policy papers and 

notes by international organization’s (IO) consultants, or from the organization 

headquarters themselves regarding technical assistance to China. These sources 
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provided an elaborate overview of the (statistical) cooperation between IOs and 

Chinese organizations and reveal the IO’s evaluation, specifically of statisticians 

in statistical departments, regarding Chinese statistics and its statistical system. 

I also studied World Bank archival material including draft versions of mission 

reports, personal and interdepartmental correspondence, and agendas and notes 

of meetings between Chinese and World Bank representatives. This information 

helped to put the early interaction between Chinese stakeholders and international 

organizations, in perspective. I got a better idea of what IOs believed to be China’s 

policy priorities and it also allowed me to identify how and when GDP figures 

were used in their interaction, specifically in the 1980s and early 1990s. To study 

the more recent engagement of Chinese stakeholders in international statistical 

standard-setting I made use of the online resources and archives of the UN Statistical 

Commission and the World Bank, including minutes and video recordings of 

meetings, agendas, policy recommendation reports and decisions. These documents 

provided an overview of the type of debates and arguments Chinese stakeholders 

focus on in the international statistical community and allowed me to analyze the 

responses of (representatives in) IOs’ statistical departments.  

The goal of this thesis was to get a broad picture of GDP politics in China, therefore 

I also studied written sources provided by the Chinese administration and Chinese 

Communist Party. To analyze the early adoption of GDP measurement and the 

political reasons behind it, policy or regulatory announcements by the State 

Council were valuable. To trace the development, and the debate about developing 

new indicators, I made use of policy papers, reports and public announcements 

of the Ministry of Environment, National Development and Reform Commission 

and several official government and scientific committees. This provided insight 

into the considerations behind developing these indicators, making measurement 

choices and enabled me to trace the reaction of different stakeholders, their 

support or contestation for these measures. Furthermore, these written sources 

provided information about the existing (political) uses of the GDP indicator and 

the opinion of different government departments about the indicator and its uses. 

To further investigate this aspect of GDP politics, I studied official Five-Year Plans, 

transcripts of official party gatherings and official political speeches by high-level 

politicians. This gave an insight into the framing and importance of the indicator 

in the context of the Chinese political governance model. Furthermore, I analyzed 

Chinese and international news and media sources both in Chinese and English. 
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1They helped to delineate debates about GDP in China and identify important 

stakeholders in these debates. 

Additionally, I made use of Chinese academic sources, specifically journals that 

specialized in publishing research on statistics and national accounts, such as the 

official scientific journal of the NBS, ‘China Statistics’ [中国统计 (zhongguo tongji)], or 

‘Statistical Research’ [统计研究 (tongji yanjiu)]. These specialized academic sources 

functioned as primary sources when reviewing official statistical announcements 

or opinion articles by Chinese statisticians, or as secondary resources providing an 

(historical) overview of statistical developments in China. Additionally, this type 

of data gave an insight into professional debates among the Chinese statistical 

community and the norms or standards to which they adhere, as a professional 

community. 

Focusing on official policy documents has limitations. It provides information that 

has been officially approved and from a strategic point of view will not always 

express actors’ wishes, concerns or motivations. To cope with this, I triangulated my 

findings. First, I used written sources from a variety of the stakeholders involved, 

to see to which extent information corresponded to earlier findings or to identify 

discrepancies and spot ‘strategic’ framings of specific events. Second, I also relied 

on secondary written sources, such as academic analyses of the Chinese statistical 

system, the Chinese governance system or economic reforms, and analyzed reports 

or commentaries from think tanks or research institutes on these topics. These 

sources helped to get a more reliable description of several issues regarding the 

politics of GDP, such as the consequences of its measurement and uses. 

In order to properly assess (reasons behind) on-the-ground implementation of GDP 

measurement and interaction between (Chinese and international) statisticians 

and stakeholders’ debates about the limitations in GDP’s measurement and use in 

China, I complemented primary and secondary written sources with semi-structured 

elite interviews. Between September 2017 and December 2019, I conducted 14 

interviews with 13 people. The interviews took place in Beijing, Washington D.C., 

Paris, New York and Amsterdam. Although the interviews were limited in number, 

the interviewees were in close proximity to power or policymaking (Lilleker, 2003), 

providing valuable information considering the interview targets. Targeting the 

appropriate and relevant people is, in this case, more important than increasing 

the number of interviewees. The actors interviewed were closely involved in the 
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events that I have been studying, such as the introduction and development of 

GDP measurement and SNA in China, the development of new indicators, or 

international statistical cooperation. The interviewees were in high-level positions 

in relevant institutions and departments and therefore are crucial actors whose 

views are important to understand the inner workings and interactions of the 

topics studied in this thesis. The content from the interviews therefore helped to 

check findings obtained from the document analysis. 

Most of the interviewees were statisticians and (former) employees of international 

organizations. I not only relied on official government statisticians, in this case, but 

also interviewed academic statisticians and obtained policymakers’ perspective on 

GDP measurement and uses in China. To select the respondents, I first analyzed 

publicly available documents to identify which actors were involved in GDP 

measurement or the development of the Chinese statistical system. I approached 

some of them to request an interview. Through these respondents I sometimes 

acquired contact details of other relevant people and stakeholders. An anonymized 

list of the interviewees who provided valuable information can be found as 

supplementary material in the Appendix at the end of this thesis.

The interviews were semi-structured but not standardized. The questions were 

formulated for each interview and were guided by the existing research questions 

and preliminary analysis. Some interviews covered topics which featured in a 

number of chapters while others were more focused on one specific topic. Per topic 

I tried to stick to similar sub-themes and formulate comparable, but not identical 

questions so that comparison between interviews was possible. The interview could 

involve asking the interviewee for their personal interpretation of the situation at 

hand, if that was relevant to the research question. For example, a case where 

respondents were directly involved and had influence over the process under 

investigation. Here, their interpretation of a specific event could matter for the 

outcome or process under investigation and therefore needed to be highlighted. 

However, the interviews mostly provided open-ended questions that included 

information about the what and the how, gathering material to describe the 

process and answer the research questions. All interviews listed in the Appendix 

were recorded with the consent of the interviewees.

A limitation to the interviews and some extent also to the analysis of written 

sources was the issue of translation. Some interviews with Chinese stakeholders 
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1were done with the help of a translator, who was present at the interview and 

immediately translated questions and answers from English to Chinese and the 

other way around. In a process of translation, one always risks losing information 

or adding extra context to the situation which could change the answers or 

behavior of the interviewee. The interview pace is slower and extra people in the 

room might hinder the openness with which people answer questions. To make 

sure that as little as possible of the translation would affect the analysis, I used the 

recorded interviews and sometimes with the help of others, I transcribed them 

fully, including the translation process. This made it possible to check to which 

extent the translator adjusted the questions or answers, leaving out, summarizing 

or adding information or concepts. In the interview setting itself I was not always 

able to directly respond to the answers of interviewees and needed translation for 

the continuation of the conversation. However, the transcribed records allowed 

for an analysis of the interview material in-depth, how questions were framed 

and whether they might have influenced the setting and answers. For the written 

sources, I also translated the sources from Chinese to English, often using online 

translation tools to check the relevancy of the topic before thoroughly analyzing 

them. After that I checked the translation with a translator or Chinese experts on 

the topic to see whether I had correctly understood the empirical material before 

including it in the thesis. I used this strategy to find the correct Chinese search 

terms, especially for technical (statistical) or context specific terms used in Chinese 

politics. This strategy helped gain access to a large amount of relevant empirical 

sources.

1.4 Outline of the thesis

This thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a framework through which 

we can study the various dimensions of the politics of GDP. It reviews how different 

strands of literature have reflected on the power in, through and over indicators 

and describes how these insights can help to explain the uptake, consolidation, 

contestation and governance of indicators. Consequently, this literature review 

helps to answer the research questions of this thesis and provides a comprehensive 

framework for researching GDP and indicator politics beyond China. Then the 

thesis turns to the empirical analysis of Chinese GDP politics, an analysis consisting 

of four chapters which were written as stand-alone articles.
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Chapter 3 discusses how GDP measurement was taken up in China. It traces the process 

that led to the official adoption of the System of National Accounts (SNA) as China’s 

national accounting framework. China had not officially measured GDP up until 1985 

and only officially switched to the SNA in 1993. As such, it was the last major country 

to begin producing GDP figures according to international standards. Before that, it 

measured its economy according to the Marxist-inspired Material Product System (MPS). 

The chapter shows that the adoption of GDP in China was an experimental process 

of translation and driven by domestic actors. Domestic political debates and 

compromising blueprints for economic reforms set the parameters for statistical 

reform. This resulted in a temporary hybrid statistical system grafting selected 

ideas from the SNA onto the MPS framework and later contributed to abandoning 

this graft and adopting the SNA framework. The diffusion of GDP measurement 

took nearly a decade and caused severe measurement issues to GDP. The findings 

demonstrate that besides political ideas about the economy, also the object of 

diffusion, national accounting standards shapes how GDP was taken up in China. 

Chapter 4 turns to the consolidation of GDP in China’s governance system, and 

specifically devotes attention to the GDP target. Besides GDP measurement, one 

significant element of China’s GDP politics is the embrace of the indicator as a 

governance tool. Only recently, the Chinese CCP leadership has, for the first time 

in decades, suspended the announcement of a new annual GDP target. This chapter 

describes how this target originated, by tracing the discursive use of the indicator 

by high-level politicians and explains its consolidation in China’s governance 

model in the 1980s and 1990s. 

The chapter reveals that GDP targets originated in China as a result of the symbolic 

function of the indicator as, ‘instrument of imagination’. The indicator improved 

the practical applicability and persuasiveness of the narrative from which the CCP 

derived its legitimacy. The symbolic power of GDP was performative as it paved 

the way for further including GDP as accountability tool in the local performance 

assessment system, subsequently increasing the importance of the indicator to 

China’s political system. 

The analysis of GDP’s consolidation in China displays the various social functions 

of macroeconomic indicators. These functions make them dynamic tools that can 

be adjusted to a diverse range of societies and solve various social and political 
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1problems. At the same time, it shows how indicators and the way in which they 

are used can have (unintended) consequences, challenging the initial appeal of 

the indicator. Analysis of the origin and (unintended) consequences of China’s 

GDP target, points to the power that rests in indicators and shows how and why 

quantification matters. 

Chapter 5 builds on the findings of the previous chapter which exposes some of 

the challenges that the GDP indicator faces in China. It examines to what degree 

criticisms of GDP reverberate in the development of new indicators in China. A 

variety of criticisms are taken into account, including complaints that GDP is an 

inappropriate measure of well-being and that it fails to provide an accurate picture 

of the economy. Thus, it tries to connect debates about GDP across the globe, by 

providing insight into the commonalities and differences between GDP criticisms 

and describing what GDP criticism looks like in China. 

The chapter shows that criticism in China deviates from what I will call the post-

material and technical criticism dominating the GDP debate in the West. Instead, 

dissatisfaction concentrates on the pathologies of the indicator as tool in China’s 

political governance system. The chapter reveals both how there is power in GDP 

as a governance tool, and shows how stakeholders try to counter its power by 

introducing other types of indicators. The findings also suggest that it is not easy 

to successfully challenge GDP’s power, especially when the indicator is deeply 

embedded in a governance system and new indicators are not backed by important 

stakeholders, such as statisticians. Furthermore, it supports the findings of Chapter 

4, and reveals that the particular uses of GDP, and not only its measurement, are 

crucial for understanding the politics behind the indicator.

Chapter 6 returns to the international statistical standards that determine GDP 

measurement. Where Chapter 3 analyzes the diffusion of these standards to China, 

this chapter shifts the research focus to the international level, and examines to 

which extent Chinese representatives have influence over GDP’s statistical standard-

setting. It traces their engagement in Global Indicator Governance (GIG) and finds 

that the expert-driven nature of this governance area causes barriers of engagement, 

limiting the ability of Chinese statisticians to influence statistical standard-setting. 

The chapter not only contributes to a more comprehensive explanation of who 

determines how we measure our economy, but it also contributes to increasingly 



Chapter 1  

28

salient debates about China’s role in shaping global governance. The findings 

indicate that China’s rise is mediated by technocracy and expertise and shows that 

material power or Chinese investment in a particular issue area cannot sufficiently 

explain the nature of its influence over global governance. Consequently, the 

findings contribute to debates about how China’s emergence as a major power 

affects standard-setting and regulatory frameworks and provide an answer to the 

question about who has power over GDP measurement. 

The final chapter contains a summary of the main findings. Additionally, it 

further elaborates on how these findings contribute to our understanding of 

China’s political economy, the variety of GDP politics and existing theories of 

global standard-setting, including the societal relevance and implications of the 

findings. Furthermore, the conclusion suggests avenues for further research. 

It places an emphasis on the study of the politics of indicators beyond the West 

and continuing to adopt a broad analytical view taking into account the many 

dimensions of indicator politics. Only in that way can we grasp the power of GDP 

and its implications throughout our societies. 



Introduction

29   

1





2Chapter 2Chapter 2

Theorizing dimensions of 
indicator politics



Chapter 2

32

“Macroeconomic indicators are political both in their origins - the choices for or against 

specific measurements to calculate them - and in their consequences - their uses in public 

policies and the debates surrounding it” (Mügge, 2016: 411). They are political in many 

dimensions, as they are embedded in, and determined by the economic ideas, theories 

and narratives that shape how we see the world around us, and provide information that 

allows us to formulate, evaluate, and contest policies. Moreover, they are part of rankings, 

benchmarks or other performance measures which are used to govern societies, and 

require institutions to be produced in the first place. In all these cases, indicators are 

either the object of political power relations or contribute to them in some form. 

Looking at macroeconomic indicators through the lens of power can help us 

understand the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. It allows us to analyze 

macroeconomic indicators as inherently part of social phenomena and not in 

isolation from it. This chapter makes a distinction between the power in, through 

and over indicators (Mügge, 2016). This framework captures how macroeconomic 

indicators are political in their consequences (power in indicators), how their uses 

and concrete applications (power through indicators) and their measurement 

(power over indicators) have been the object of political struggles. Such an approach 

helps to uncover the social, political and economic factors that shape China’s 

relationship with GDP. It facilitates a broad perspective on GDP politics which is 

crucial to an understanding of China’s GDP politics in all its dimensions, namely 

its uptake, consolidation, contestation and governance, by Chinese stakeholders. 

Furthermore, this distinction helps to structure and bring together different 

strands of research that are relevant for explaining China’s relationship with GDP. 

The power in indicators refers to how indicators are political in their consequences. It 

focuses on how indicators structure people’s thoughts and actions (Carstensen and 

Schmidt, 2016: 239; Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 412). For example, by specifying 

what counts in a technical way, macroeconomic indicators present information 

about the economy as objective and, as a result, they legitimize some actions while 

delegitimizing others (Mügge, 2016: 412). Power in indicators shows how indicators 

influence the world around them and specifies how they gain power and political 

authority. It tells us how and why numbers matter in our societies. This helps to 

specify under which circumstances indicators are likely to emerge, are attractive 

to use and how they shape policymaking or political debates. Their characteristics 

and implications form people’s judgments and actions influencing the indicator’s 

own uptake, consolidation, contestation and governance.
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Therefore, analyzing power in indicators is relevant to studying the dimensions of 

China’s relationship with GDP, that are central to this thesis. First, GDP’s specific 

traits, what it counts and how, could have implications for the process of adopting its 

measurement. Has the way that GDP defines ‘the economy’ facilitated the uptake or 

posed obstacles to it, and in what way? Second, the power of GDP, as an appealing and 

useful tool for a variety of purposes, could provide insight into how it consolidated in 

China’s governance system. Third, at the very least, it is likely that debates over GDP 

address how the indicator influences society. Therefore, studying its implications 

in China is key to understanding contestation over GDP. Fourth, whether and how 

Chinese stakeholders engage in the governance of GDP’s international standards 

very much depends also, on the implications of the indicator for them. 

Because indicators are able to alter power relations in society, they become the 

object of political struggles themselves. Stakeholders hold an interest in steering 

indicators’ societal consequences or have ideas about their appropriate use and 

measurement. Therefore, to properly understand China’s relationship with GDP 

we must also consider the indicator as an object of politics and trace how the social, 

economic and political context shapes its use and measurement. 

Power through indicators focuses on how indicators’ uses and concrete applications 

are the object of political struggles. It pays special attention to the interests, 

ideas and institutional context of indicators’ users to explain why they mobilize 

indicators in specific forms and at a specific moment in time. Furthermore, 

it reflects on how stakeholders’ power relations affect the indicator’s societal 

function and concrete applications. This perspective is useful for explaining why 

an indicator has different functions in different contexts. It clarifies why a specific 

application of an indicator has been pursued or reinforced, for example because it 

was in the interest of powerful stakeholders. Additionally, insight into the political 

tensions over indicators’ uses can help explain why and by whom, an indicator is 

contested. This perspective therefore is especially relevant for understanding the 

consolidation and contestation of the GDP indicator in China. 

The power over indicators deals with how indicators’ measurements are the object of 

political struggles. It exposes who is able to control and dominate the construction of the 

indicator and explains why specific measurement choices are made. Besides stakeholders’ 

specific interests, it examines actors’ ideas about appropriate measurements or the 

institutional context in which indicators are drafted. This perspective is especially 
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useful for explaining the uptake of GDP measurement in China and the role Chinese 

stakeholders play in the governance of its international standards. 

Bringing together the power in, through and over indicators in one framework 

has two major advantages. First, it provides a holistic overview of indicator 

politics which connects findings between different dimensions. For instance, 

whether indicators are consequential also depends on who uses them. The effect 

of the IMF’s GDP growth forecasts on financial markets is considerably different 

to those produced by college graduates. The power in indicators depends on 

who holds power through them. The same applies to power over and through 

indicators. Whether stakeholders use indicators depends also on whether they 

consider specific measurement methods or the producers of statistics, legitimate 

or not. Drawing connections between these perspectives therefore provides 

comprehensive explanations of the underlying factors that shape indicator politics. 

It helps to explain the uptake, consolidation, contestation, or governance of GDP as 

individual dynamics of indicator politics in China, and shows how they affect each 

other. This enhances the validity of the findings in this thesis. 

Second, analyzing indicators through different dimensions of power helps to 

develop a coherent conceptual framework for understanding indicator politics. 

It unifies different research strands that studied indicator politics separately, or 

are relevant to it but have been overlooked so far. The power through and over 

indicators’ perspective, especially reflect on relevant political dynamics that are 

not necessarily tied to the study of indicators. Thus, they help to expand our 

knowledge about other political phenomena, such as international standard-

setting or governance in authoritarian regimes. 

The conceptual framework will first shortly describe the characteristics of indicators, 

that form the basis of their ability to structure people’s thoughts and actions (power 

in indicators). This is important, because China’s relationship with GDP is formed, 

by how the indicator describes the Chinese economy, simplifies its complexities 

or enables comparisons and evaluation of Chinese stakeholders. Then the chapter 

will review how these characteristics shape indicators’ uses by drawing connections 

between the power in and the power through, indicators. It describes the different 

functions of indicators as governance tools, displays to whom, when and why specific 

applications are appealing and how stakeholders shape indicators’ uses. These 

insights help to clarify how GDP consolidated in China’s governance system. 
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After this it will shift to the power over indicators by reviewing different explanations 

for what or who shapes international statistical standards, the diffusion of these 

standards and their implementation. This section provides potential explanations 

for the uptake of GDP measurement in China and the governance of the indicator’s 

international standards by Chinese stakeholders. Last, the framework will return 

to the power in indicators by reviewing what determines their resilience. This 

section combines insights from the power in, through and over indicators, because 

it reflects on how indicators’ characteristics, their users and the context in which 

they are measured, shapes the development of new indicators and their ability to 

challenge existing indicators. This provides insight into the factors that determine 

contestation or support for GDP in China and that enable the development of 

alternative indicators there. 

2.1 Power in indicators – why do they matter? 

Gross Domestic Product is defined as the sum of value added of: 

all the output (or production) carried out by all the firms, non-profit 

institutions, government bodies and households in a given country 

during a given period, regardless of the type of goods and services 

produced, provided that the production takes place within the 

country’s economic territory (Lequiller and Blades, 2014: 15–6). 

Although this specific definition distinguishes GDP from other indicators, it 

includes properties shared by all indicators. Indicators emerge from a process of 

commensuration, “the expression or measurement of characteristics normally 

represented by different units according to a common metric” (Espeland and 

Stevens, 1998: 315). They share the following traits: they describe and try to define 

and represent a phenomenon; simplify the complexity of the social phenomenon 

they describe; enable comparison and ranking, and have the potential to be 

used for evaluative purposes (Davis et al., 2012a: 75). These characteristics make 

indicators relevant because they shape how indicators structure people’s thoughts 

and actions.

First, indicators describe and define a social phenomenon. The indicator purports 

to measure ‘something’. Understanding what phenomenon it represents can often 

be derived from its name (Davis et al., 2012a). This act of measuring and labelling, 
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implies an act of knowing. By valuing and aggregating information into an indicator 

it claims that knowledge about the phenomenon can be generated, and sets out the 

constituents of that phenomenon. Mitchell (2002) shows that attempts to measure 

the economy come with the claim such a thing as ‘the economy’ exists in reality. 

The same applies to GDP. The self-evidence with which we conflate economic 

growth with GDP growth shows how the indicator describes a social phenomenon, 

namely the economy. Besides being a measure for the economy, GDP has often been 

taken as a proxy for well-being (Stiglitz et al., 2009). What phenomenon indicators 

represent, might shape the rationale behind measuring or using it. For example, 

did Chinese stakeholders take up GDP measurement because they wanted a (new) 

way to define China’s economy, or did the indicator’s meaning as a measure of well-

being have any influence on the decision? The social phenomenon an indicator 

describes can help to explain how and why it was taken up or consolidated.  

Second, indicators simplify complexity. They provide a simplified image of the 

phenomenon they measure (Davis et al., 2012a: 76–7; Merry, 2011). Commensuration 

always entails reducing and simplifying information. It condenses the amount of 

information and reduces ambiguity (Espeland and Stevens, 1998). Many contextual 

factors, such as the premises and assumptions behind the numbers disappear 

(Davis et al., 2012a: 77). Therefore, indicators always tell only part of the story and 

never provide a full picture of the social phenomenon and objectives attached to it 

(Desrosières, 2002; Porter, 1996; Scott, 1998). By simplifying complexity, they shape 

our image of the social phenomena they represent, legitimizing some actions 

while delegitimizing others. Because it does not consider unpaid household work 

as economic activity, for example, GDP simplifies our image of the economy. This 

simplified picture could shape policymaking in China because policymakers that 

use GDP systematically overlook certain parts of the economy. Additionally, what 

GDP leaves out has been an object of criticism elsewhere (Hoskyns and Rai, 2007; 

Stiglitz et al., 2009), and therefore might also shape contestation over the indicator 

in China. 

Third, indicators enable comparison and ranking. They are made to be comparable 

(Davis et al., 2012a: 76). The trait stems from their numerical foundation in 

which raw data is recorded according to a standard norm and gets a common 

value. This shared counting procedure turns local or temporal particularities 

and idiosyncrasies into standardized and comparable information (Merry, 2011: 
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84). GDP allows a comparison between different economies in terms of their size 

and growth over time and place, despite their qualitative differences. As a result, 

economies are categorized in different groups. This could affect their image or 

their access to certain privileges, such as a country’s eligibility for aid (Kerner et 

al., 2017). The implications of these comparisons for the image or institutional 

position of stakeholders, shapes their relation to the indicator. This property of 

indicators is relevant, because it could explain why Chinese stakeholders have 

an interest in governing how we measure GDP or why they use the indicator in 

political debates. Comparing through indicators also enables the production of 

rankings, an important element of the last shared characteristic of indicators.  

Fourth, indicators can be used for evaluation. They enable monitoring and define 

what counts as ‘successful’ performance (Davis et al., 2012a: 77; Scott, 1998). The 

definition of success can be derived from what indicators measure or from the 

rankings that are made on the basis of them. Statistical measurement and ranking, 

together allows for performance measurement (Muller, 2018; Power, 1997). GDP 

allows countries (or other geographical units) to be evaluated or ranked on the 

basis of wealth or economic growth performance (Speich, 2011). This indicator’s 

characteristic shapes the image of China’s economy or Chinese stakeholders for 

which GDP growth is an explicit goal. Bearing in mind the national and local GDP 

targets in China, understanding the implications of GDP as an evaluative tool 

contributes to clarifying how GDP consolidated in China. 

2.2 Power through indicators - indicators as 
governance tools 

When it comes to China’s relationship with GDP, one key consideration is how 

the indicator was able to gain a politically prominent place in Chinese politics, 

in particular, as part of its national and local policymaking. To understand the 

consolidation of GDP in China’s governance system this section reviews three 

functions of indicators: the information, symbolic, and control functions. These have 

been derived from the sociology of quantification and politics of statistics literature. 

This thesis further develops what these functions entail by bringing them into a 

coherent framework for understanding the purposes with which indicators are used 

in society. It displays how indicators’ properties contribute to these functions and 

how they translate into different governance tools or ‘technologies’ (Miller, 2001). 
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It reflects on the implications of indicators and elaborates on the incentives of 

different actors to use the indicator and shape its concrete applications. Retrieving 

GDP’s function in China’s society shines a light on those who have an interest in 

the indicator and why it consolidated in its governance system in a specific form. 

Additionally, using indicators as governance tools could lead to political conflict, 

and therefore understanding who gains power through indicators also contributes 

to identifying areas of contestation over GDP in China.

2.2.1 Information function and policymaking tools
The first function of indicators that could explain the consolidation of GDP in 

China is the information function and its application as a policymaking tool. This 

function is especially relevant to an understanding of the variety of GDP politics, 

because it played a crucial role in the origin of the indicator and its consolidation 

in Western economies, such as the USA and Europe. In response to politicians’ 

and bureaucrats’ policymaking needs, statisticians developed the GDP indicator in 

the 1930s (Fogel et al., 2013; Lepenies, 2016). The indicator was meant to provide 

policymakers with information about the economic situation on the ground. Based 

on these statistics they could devise policies to tackle the economic downturn 

and develop an economy that supported war time efforts. In the aftermath of the 

Second World War, GDP continued to provide policy-relevant information as part 

of macroeconomic planning systems (Schmelzer, 2016). The original appeal of the 

GDP indicator thus stems from its purpose as information and policymaking tool, 

something which should be taken into account when studying China’s relationship 

with GDP. 

The information function of indicators works as follows. Indicators are information 

devices which describe social phenomena and provide simplified information 

about them. In this way, they generate knowledge which makes it possible to 

understand what is happening around us (Davis et al., 2012a). This knowledge 

is especially relevant for policymaking, because statistical information helps the 

decision-making process. First, the information function makes objects legible for 

policymaking, because it sets out the realm in which policymaking takes place 

(Scott, 1998). Without information about the phenomenon, no policies are drafted. 

Second, statistical information facilitates policy-learning, because it increases 

knowledge about policies throughout the policymaking process (Hezri and Dovers, 
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2006). It provides information about the political feasibility of the policy, the 

policy problem itself or the efficacy of the policy process, as well as the viability of 

policy interventions and implementation (Hezri and Dovers, 2006: 94). Third, using 

indicators makes a virtue of objectivity in the policymaking process (Porter, 1996). It 

forms the basis for a rational-positivist model of policymaking in which supposedly 

objective, scientific and robust information gives insight into the consequences of 

specific policy actions and options (Lehtonen, 2015: 83). Lastly, indicators also add 

impersonality and distance to the objects that are governed (Porter, 1996). Hence, 

policymakers can draft policies that go beyond their direct personal experience. 

The information function is therefore especially relevant to what I refer to as, 

‘informational’1 use of indicators. They are a direct input into specific policy 

decisions (Lehtonen, 2015: 83) and are used for “action and problem solving where 

there is a linear relationship between indicators and decision outcomes” (Hezri 

and Dovers, 2006: 93). Here, indicators mostly provide descriptive information, and 

become consequential through the interpretation of policymakers. For example, 

we see this type of informational use when (macroeconomic) indicators directly 

feed into macroeconomic models of finance and economic ministries or central 

banks (Henriksen, 2013), when national and local governments or businesses 

draft or forecast their budgets or revenues (Chancel et al., 2014: 26), or more 

generally for (macro)economic planning purposes. Then, based on statistical 

information, resources are redistributed between different policy areas to generate 

predetermined policy goals (Schmelzer, 2016). 

Indicators are more likely to be used in a technocratic or complex policy 

environment where policymakers lack information about the policy issues at hand. 

The information function is attractive because it clarifies and legitimizes the work 

of policymakers. After all, “decision-making processes that rely on indicators can be 

presented as efficient, consistent, transparent, scientific, and impartial” (Davis et 

al., 2012a: 84). Indicators then function as information filters which direct the focus 

of attention and provide guidance on the implementation and monitoring of public 

policies (Chancel et al., 2014). They increase the efficiency of the decision-making 

process by reducing the burden of processing information, and increase the legal 

1 Other research also calls this ‘instrumental’ use of indicators (e.g. Chancel et al., 2014; 
Hezri and Dovers, 2006; Lehtonen, 2015). Instrumental use in this thesis refers to all the 
concrete applications or uses of indicators as governance tools (for more information see 
Chapter 5).
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and moral authority of the process by ensuring the consistency of the information 

put into the process (Davis et al., 2012a: 84–6). Additionally, their simplicity makes 

decisions more easily communicable, and their scientific authority and perceived 

impartiality increases the credibility of the decisions (Davis et al., 2012a: 86). As a 

result, policymakers have an incentive to include indicators as information tools in 

policymaking for practical reasons - it makes it more feasible to draft, implement 

and evaluate policies - and it contributes to justifying the policy decisions, within 

and outside the policymaking circle. 

The information function of indicators influences policymaking in multiple ways. 

First, indicators provide policymakers with a narrow understanding of a social 

phenomenon. They leave out part of the context, meaning that policymakers 

do not get to see the full range of available and relevant options for solving the 

policy issues at hand. GDP for example has been criticized for providing a limited 

picture of ‘the economy’, because it excludes household labor without which many 

‘productive’ economic activities could not be sustained (DeRock, 2019; Hoskyns 

and Rai, 2007; Raworth, 2017). It also fails to pay attention to environmental 

externalities, caused by the production of goods and services (Stiglitz et al., 2009). 

As a consequence, policies drafted on the basis of GDP figures fail to address a 

range of developments in society that directly influence those policies.

In health care for example, or urban development, statistical input often steers the 

decision-making process, because specific policy solutions are not even considered 

in the first place (Perez, 2019). As a result, policymakers overlook essential features 

in a social order which are crucial and should be taken into account when designing 

problem-solving policies (Scott, 1998). This issue was apparent in the wake of the 

financial and economic crisis. Policymakers did not see the crisis coming because 

they relied on economic models and cognitive frames based on specific information 

that did not provide insight into the drivers of the economic crisis (Fligstein et al., 

2017; Reichmann, 2016). This shows that the information function of indicators 

can have serious consequences for policymaking. 

The consequences might be unintended or driven by actors with a stake in 

mobilizing certain indicators as information devices. They aim to highlight 

information that suits their policy ideas, convictions or interests, or obscure 

information that goes against it. Thus, they can try to legitimize certain policy 

actions while delegitimizing others (Mügge, 2016: 412). The information function 
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is especially suitable for this purpose because it draws attention away from 

complexity and attaches an idea of distance and impartiality to decisions that are 

made (Porter, 1996). As a result, statistical information obscures the inevitable 

political choices that lie underneath policy decisions. It depoliticizes policymaking 

by creating a mechanical objectivity (Porter, 1996). Policy choices are made more 

implicit and seem to be merely technical decisions (Assa, 2018; Fukuda-Parr and 

McNeill, 2019). The information function of indicators might therefore conceal 

and prevent political debates over policy choices, therefore serving the interests of 

actors that have mobilized the indicators. Once indicators are part of the process 

it is less likely that decisions are challenged and put up for political discussion. 

Indicators then tend to reinforce technocratic decision-making and could obstruct 

deliberative democratic policymaking (Fioramonti, 2014). 

As a consequence, the information function gives stakeholders power through 

indicators. It is of benefit to politicians or policymakers who support or profit from 

the policy paradigm, or actions that are legitimized through the indicator’s use 

as an information tool. This function can be mobilized for both oppressive and 

emancipatory ends (Desrosières, 2014). For example, statistics about homosexual 

behavior contributed to the development of the modern gay rights movement 

by providing the homosexual community with a means to define themselves as 

a minority group and form a political community (Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 

413). The same applies to the labor movement in North America and Europe in 

the 19th century, which through the production of inflation and unemployment 

statistics increased their political influence (Stapleford, 2009; Tooze, 2001). On 

the other hand, indicators’ simplified information also leaves people powerless or 

reproduces existing inequalities. For example, choosing for a narrow instead of a 

broad definition of unemployment, as an official statistical measure, obscures the 

poor labor market conditions of Black South Africans and limits their representation 

in political debates (Alenda-Demoutiez and Mügge, 2020). 

Therefore, consolidation of GDP as an information source in policymaking is quite 

likely driven by actors supporting the economic policies that are foregrounded 

by GDP statistics. The indicator puts emphasis on economic production that 

is exchanged for money and foregrounds growth. It is an output measure that 

captures the monetary transactions of the production of goods and services at 

their market prices, such as for-the-market agriculture (Mügge, 2020). Additionally, 
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it considers government spending and financial services as economic activities 

contributing to economic growth. It is likely that, for instance, officials benefitting 

from the large-scale production of manufacturing goods would mobilize GDP as 

an information tool in policymaking and it is unlikely that environmental NGOs 

would do so. When the former stakeholders or the policy paradigm they support 

are powerful in comparison to the latter, then consolidation of GDP through the 

information function is likely. Policymakers then will use the indicator for example 

in economic planning.

Producers of indicators or technocratic policymaking agencies are also likely to 

mobilize indicators’ information function as policymaking tools, because indicators 

“leverage the authority of organizations that issue the measurement framework, 

and reinforce it” (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019: 7). They gain power through 

their position as information providers. Bureaucratic control over information and 

expertise provides them with autonomy and authority (Barnett and Finnemore, 

1999: 708). Because international organizations (IOs) produce many indicators and 

internationally standardized statistics, they are seen as ‘knowledge institutions’ 

(Miller, 2007), presenting themselves as technocratic, impersonal and neutral 

(Mehta, 2001). By providing information as policy input, they are invited to make 

policy instead of only implementing it (Barnett and Finnemore, 1999: 708). IOs make 

use of their leverage to dominate the framing of issues (Sridhar, 2007; Vetterlein, 

2012), or enable mission-creep into new areas of governance (Littoz-Monnet, 2017). 

Because producers of quantitative information can gain this sort of power through 

statistics, it is likely that they support the use of indicators as information tools. 

Producers of GDP statistics or economic policy agencies that use GDP in their own 

work could reinforce the use of the indicator as an informative policymaking tool, 

for example, by including it in their policy reports, proposals or statistical bulletins 

which they provide to other policy actors. 

Relevance for China 

Based on this review it is an open question whether GDP consolidated in China’s 

governance system as an informative policymaking tool. There are indications 

that the policy context in which indicators obtain such a function were present in 

China. Chinese policymakers have been reliant on economic planning for economic 

policymaking and it remains important to this day (Chow, 2005; Heilmann 

and Melton, 2013). The system makes explicit use of statistics and indicators as 



Theorizing dimensions of indicator politics

43   

2

information sources, in order to evaluate policies and set policy goals (Heilmann 

and Melton, 2013; Hu, 2013; Melton, 2015). Additionally, especially since the 

economic reforms in the late 1970s, the Chinese bureaucracy has increasingly 

consisted of a technocratic elite and has turned to technocratic and rationalized 

policymaking (Landry, 2008: 120; Lee, 1991). As a result, the policymaking process 

has become increasingly institutionalized (Chen and Naughton, 2016). As the review 

showed and under these circumstances, it is likely that indicators are mobilized as 

policymaking tools with an information function.

However, there are reasons to be doubtful whether the GDP indicator is fit to 

serve as an informative policymaking tool in China. The appeal of using GDP as 

an information source for economic policymaking is mostly based on Western 

experiences and the indicator’s origin there. The indicator was produced for 

the Western context and designed with the economic structure of Western 

industrialized economies in mind (Ward, 2004b). The Chinese economic structure 

differed considerably from those in the West. For example, when GDP was first 

introduced into China in the 1980s, to a large extent prices for many items were 

still controlled top-down. To describe the Chinese economy using information from 

GDP, a concept that is built around market prices, and to base policies on such a 

description, might therefore be less appealing to policymakers. Using GDP as input 

into policymaking, was likely to cost extra time, effort and resources, without 

providing relevant information, or facilitating an efficient policymaking process. 

Furthermore, taking information from GDP might cause problems, especially 

considering that the Chinese institutions that produce GDP statistics are different 

from those in the West. These differences include reliance on self-reported data in 

the statistical system or a lack of insufficient resources and could lead to unreliable 

input in the planning system causing undesirable policy outcomes (Kostka, 2016). 

These factors affect the appeal of using the GDP indicator as an information tool 

and could therefore hinder consolidation, through this function, in the Chinese 

governance system. 

As a result, important questions are left unanswered. The information function 

cannot explain why indicators are (continued to be) used even when they fail to 

provide reliable information to policymakers, when their use as policymaking 

tools has unintended consequences that go against policymakers’ priorities, or 

when they are used beyond policymaking procedures. This function fails to reflect 
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on the fact that indicators can represent multiple social phenomena at the same 

time. Depending on different stakeholders or in a different context, indicators 

might have a different meaning and symbolize different things. GDP not only 

describes the economy but is also often taken as a proxy for well-being. Analyzing 

what indicators symbolize to different stakeholders might explain why they are 

used beyond policymaking, even when their information is relatively useless, from 

a policymaking perspective. 

2.2.2 Symbolic function and legitimacy tools
To explain how GDP consolidated in China’s governance system we must go 

beyond the information function of indicators and address how different meanings 

of indicators are mobilized by stakeholders. This perspective on power through 

indicators, can help us better understand how GDP managed to become “the world’s 

most powerful number” (Fioramonti, 2013: 1). It gives insight into the usefulness 

of indicators for stakeholders across different political and economic systems, 

with different ideologies and historical backgrounds. This flexibility of indicators 

to adjust to different contexts is crucial for their global appeal. Examining what 

GDP symbolizes in the Chinese context and how that has shaped its uses in its 

governance system helps us to expand our knowledge about the variety of GDP 

politics. Furthermore, it can teach us something about the Chinese political economy 

itself, particularly about the political priorities of Chinese politicians over time.

This thesis introduces the symbolic function of indicators as an alternative way 

through which indicators consolidate as governance tools. It builds on the sociology 

of quantification literature, pointing to the power that indicators derive from its 

symbolic function. In this function, indicators signify or symbolize a different 

reality (Hezri and Dovers, 2006). They help to construct narratives and communicate 

specific ideas, messages and causal claims to how the world works (Espeland, 

2015). By continuously making reference to an indicator in a specific storyline or 

argument, actors learn to interpret, in ways that are alike, what constitutes success 

or failure. Thus, indicators function as evaluative standards which give meaning 

to the outcome of a narrative (Abolafia, 2010). As a result, indicators contribute to 

convincingly persuade receivers about the claims made in the narrative. They are 

communicative and persuasive tools (Espeland and Stevens, 2008). 
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The narratives supported by indicators often unpack some formalized aspect of 

identity that is a component of rankings (Espeland, 2015: 61). These rankings 

provide soft power, in the form of status, image or legitimacy, even when not 

necessarily designed for this purpose (Broome and Quirk, 2015a; Cooley and 

Snyder, 2015; Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 411). Thereby, indicators grant authority 

and recognition to the claims that are made in a narrative, and contribute to the 

legitimation of it (de Siqueira, 2017).

As a result, indicators are widely used as legitimation tools. They are a form of 

‘numerical rhetoric’ (Assa, 2018), which can be found in discourses, speeches 

or even visual representations of indicators, used by stakeholders to construct 

narratives. One way in which the symbolic function of indicators is being used, is 

by building them into ‘stylized facts’, described as, “empirical regularities in search 

of theoretical, causal explanations” (Hirschman, 2016). An example of a stylized 

fact that uses GDP figures is the BRICS-acronym. This is a stylized abstraction which 

categorizes Brazil, Russia, India, China and sometimes South Africa into a coherent 

group of emerging economies on the basis of their fast growing GDP and aggregate 

GDP (O’Neill, 2001). The acronym drew attention to the global importance of non-

Western economies and advocated giving these countries a greater say in global 

economic governance (Linsi and Schaffner, 2019; O’Neill, 2001). Despite criticism 

for its arbitrariness, the acronym gained an additional meaning and the ‘BRICS’ 

were targeted as attractive destination for financial investment with outstanding 

growth prospects (Linsi and Schaffner, 2019: 857). Another example of a stylized 

fact supported by macroeconomic measurements is the claim that the US economy 

has outperformed most European economies since the mid-1990s (Hartwig, 2006). 

Interestingly, the empirical regularity of this stylized fact only holds for a specific 

statistical method of measuring economic growth (ibid.). However, it shows how 

influential the use of indicators can be, in constructing these notions of reality. 

GDP also features as part of narratives about wealth, modernization and 

development. For example, Gross National Product (GNP) which is GDPs precursor, 

contributed to Japan’s post-war political and economic imaginary and shared 

conceptions of national purpose and power (Hein, 2004; O’Bryan, 2016: 87). It 

became increasingly embedded in public discourse and told a story about Japanese 

success through economic growth (ibid.). Furthermore, GDP is part of a development 

narrative. It represents what constitutes development, reaching a certain level of 
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GDP per capita, describes how it can be achieved, through economic growth, and 

provides successful examples, by comparing wealth between countries (Masood, 

2016; Speich, 2008). 

Indicators through narratives shape actors’ conceptual frameworks and mental 

models (Sébastien and Bauler, 2013). Besides this conceptual use, the symbolic 

function of indicators can also be used politically or strategically. As a tool of 

legitimation, “indicators become ammunition to support a pre-determined position 

of a user” and might be applied as a “delaying strategy, [as] substitute for action 

and as a criticism deflection” (Hezri and Dovers, 2006: 93). This political use of 

indicators often takes place when evaluating government action in the political 

arena (Chancel et al., 2014). For example, in Ethiopia different stakeholders use 

different poverty indicators to support predefined political opinions, such as 

claims that the government has reduced poverty or not (Mandefro, 2016). Debates 

about the statistics evolve into discussions about the government’s legitimacy and 

gaining political support (ibid.). 

The symbolic function of indicators and their conceptual and strategic uses are 

attractive for multiple reasons. First, embedding indicators in narratives reduces 

uncertainty. Their concreteness provides clarity and guidance about the narrative’s 

message and contributes to the construction of fictitious certainties (Beckert, 2016: 

242). They provide robust and simplified descriptions of reality and one can talk 

about the future as a concrete object (Davis et al., 2012a). This makes a narrative 

comprehensible and convincing which is useful when there is uncertainty, for 

example during economic or political crises. The symbolic use of indicators helps 

to legitimate major shifts in policymaking or politics. Therefore, politicians or 

policymakers will likely use it when they need to gain support for their plans or 

ideas or when they justify their (deviating) course of action in light of their own 

worldview. 

Second, the symbolic use of indicators is appealing because it broadens the reach and 

the attractiveness of narratives to outsiders. Including indicators allows for making 

claims about reality and construct definitions of success that travel beyond the 

place in which the narrative originated. It facilitates, “the circulation and insertion 

of numbers in new locations and their adaptability to new contexts” (Espeland, 

2015: 56). As a result, indicators can consolidate in political discourses even when 

they provide a bad fit as an informative policymaking tool. For example in India, 
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GDP was picked up by the media, politicians and the middle-class to present the 

country’s development progress even though it hardly provided insight into the 

informal sector and unpaid household work that affects the material well-being of 

the majority of its population (Krishna, 2015). By granting narratives a generous 

time horizon and scope for comparison, indicators make claims about knowledge, 

ideas and accomplishments legible to outsiders. This improves the attractiveness 

and applicability of the narrative and makes it likely that stakeholders use ‘foreign’ 

indicators in their narrative to connect their arguments and ideas to the worldview 

of outsiders. They make the narrative comprehensible and appealing to new target 

audiences. For example, policymakers from different departments will likely use 

each other’s measurements to put their argument in the other person’s context 

and convince them. The symbolic uses of indicators thus create more options for 

stakeholders to gain support for their ideas from a broad variety of actors. 

This overview shows that mobilizing the symbolic function of an indicator is 

attractive for every stakeholder who wishes to enhance its legitimacy, especially 

for those who lack a popular mandate (Porter, 1996), such as experts, IOs or 

authoritarian regimes. These stakeholders can gain power through indicators, 

because the perceived objectivity of numbers give narratives and the claims made 

in them, validity. They are presented as facts and less as political or normative 

arguments with which one can disagree. Political actors can for example use 

indicators in discourse to present the progress of a society, enabling a positive 

evaluation of their performance (Chancel et al., 2014), or gain support for policy 

proposals or priorities. 

Stakeholders without a popular mandate can use the symbolic function of 

indicators as part of different legitimation strategies. The literature on authoritarian 

regimes makes a distinction between legitimacy based on identity, procedures 

or performance (Kailitz, 2013; von Soest and Grauvogel, 2017). Identity-based 

legitimacy includes ideological legitimacy claims as “narratives regarding the 

righteousness of a given political order” (von Soest and Grauvogel, 2017: 290). Here 

regimes use political belief systems against which all political behavior is assessed 

(ibid.). Furthermore, it encompasses foundational myths, claims of legitimacy that 

stress the role of ruling elites, parties or incumbents in the state-building process 

or personalist legitimacy claims, based on the charismatic authority. Procedural 

legitimacy refers to the institutional and democratic procedures that allow people 
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to be able to select and control the rulers and have influence over the governing 

process (Kailitz, 2013; von Soest and Grauvogel, 2017). Performance legitimacy 

refers to legitimacy “that stems from success in satisfying citizens’ needs” (von 

Soest and Grauvogel, 2017: 291).

The use of indicators as legitimation tools is most likely in the performance 

legitimacy strategy or alternatively to support an identity-based legitimacy 

strategy. Performance legitimacy encourages a pragmatic rationality, where the 

effectiveness of the state to accomplish concrete goals such as economic growth 

or social stability, forms the basis for evaluation (Zhao, 2009a: 418; Zhu, 2011). 

Indicators are performance measures that make evaluation possible (Davis et 

al., 2012b; Muller, 2018; Power, 1997). To increase support and boost legitimacy, 

political stakeholders can use indicators to “deliberately cite [their] achievements 

in fulfilling societal demands such as material welfare...” (von Soest and Grauvogel, 

2017: 291). Indicators such as GDP reflect their performance on economic growth 

or providing material welfare. Alternatively, rankings based on GDP aggregate 

or growth figures could support an identity-based legitimacy strategy as it can 

boost national identity. Evidence suggests that autocracies generally overstate 

GDP growth (Martinez, 2018), which could indicate that GDP performance is an 

important source of legitimacy and one that regimes strategically exploit. 

Actors hold a stake in boosting their performance on an indicator that has been 

mobilized as a legitimation tool. Especially in the form of rankings or translated 

to global goals, indicators begin to define hegemonic norms and narratives (Merry, 

2011). Stakeholders might want to conform to these norms and perform well on 

these indicators because of strategic reasons, namely to enhance their reputation or 

status, or because these narratives have shaped their ideas and beliefs (Fukuda-Parr, 

2014: 120; Merry, 2011). The pressure to perform might evoke the manipulation of 

statistics. Studies of statistical manipulation have shown that the imminence of 

elections and financial troubles are important triggers (Alt et al., 2014; Gandrud 

and Hallerberg, 2017; Martinez, 2018; Michalski and Stoltz, 2013). It suggests 

that governments are aware of the persuasive function of statistics and use them 

strategically to gain support. Besides outright “juking the statistics”, stakeholders 

can push for politically convenient and convincing statistics by making use 

of methodological space, pressuring data centers when the correct number is 

unknown or using indirect means (Aragão and Linsi, 2020).
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In addition to the power that stakeholders gain and manipulation it can cause, 

the symbolic function has implications for how indicators or numerical goals 

consolidate as governance tools. Their persuasiveness and presence in political 

discourse could lead to their application as policy measures such as national 

planning targets or in strategic agendas (Fukuda-Parr, 2014). This is what happened 

in the case of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) where the symbolic 

appeal of the goals shaped how development was defined on the ground, and 

poverty policies were drafted, implemented and evaluated. Translation from a 

symbolic to an information function happens even though the underlying theory 

and measurement might not be suitable for that latter goal (Fukuda-Parr, 2014). 

As a result, numerical rhetoric leads to distortions in policy priorities and biased 

policy evaluations (ibid.). Translation to an information function also applies to 

stylized facts. When they are based on convincing indicators they could directly 

affect policy decisions, as was the case for direct investment into BRICS countries 

(Linsi and Schaffner, 2019). 

Relevance for China 

This review showed that through obtaining a symbolic function, indicators can 

acquire different meanings in different contexts. This could help explain why 

GDP managed to gain a prominent place in China’s governance system, where 

the indicator was not home-grown, was only adopted relatively late and was not 

necessarily suitable as an informative policymaking tool. A symbolic function makes 

it possible to attribute a meaning to GDP that fits into the specific Chinese economic 

and political context, making it more likely to be consolidated in China’s governance 

system. This review also showed that the symbolic use appeals to stakeholders who 

need to gain support in uncertain circumstances or from outsiders. It seems that 

these conditions were present during China’s opening up to the global economy 

in the late 1970s. Chinese political economic priorities were rapidly shifting, and 

Chinese stakeholders increasingly interacted with international organizations 

and foreign policymakers (Gewirtz, 2017). Furthermore, consolidation of GDP as 

a legitimation tool would be relevant to the Chinese case, because (economic) 

performance legitimacy has been one of the most important sources of legitimacy 

for the CCP since the late 1970s (Chen, 1997; Yang and Zhao, 2015; Zhao, 2009a; 

Zhu, 2011). There was a significant emphasis on providing economic development 

(Zhao, 2009a) and the CCP relied on accomplishing concrete goals such as economic 
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growth (Zhu, 2011). This raises the question to what extent GDP was consolidated 

in China’s governance system as part of the CCP’s legitimacy strategy, and how. 

This review still leaves some questions unanswered. Even if Chinese politicians 

have mobilized the symbolic function of GDP, it remains unclear in which narrative 

the indicator has been included and what meaning it has acquired. Furthermore, 

although the review indicated that discursive use of indicators spills over to concrete 

applications as governance tools, it is unclear how, in China, GDP consolidated 

and became deeply embedded on multiple governance levels, both locally and 

nationally. It shows that we should also take into account actors that are affected 

by discursive uses or other applications of indicators to provide insight into who 

gains power through indicators as legitimation tools and the political struggles 

over this function. Additionally, we must examine how deep GDP is embedded in 

China’s governance system. It is possible that potential challenges to an economic 

performance legitimacy strategy might have affected the appeal of using GDP as 

a legitimation tool. Besides economic growth, more performance issues such as 

fighting environmental degradation and providing social stability, seem to have 

become politically relevant in China (Beeson, 2010; Zhao, 2009a). Additionally, 

economic growth rates have been decreasing which indicates that the use of GDP 

as legitimation tool is under pressure (Holbig, 2018). It suggests that consolidation 

only on the basis of GDP’s symbolic function might not explain the whole story in 

China. Therefore, it is worthwhile exploring the alternative functions of indicators 

that might shape political struggles over GDP’s uses.

2.2.3 Control function and accountability tools
A key question in this thesis is how GDP got embedded in China’s governance 

system, in national as well as local policymaking. The control function of indicators 

and their application as accountability tools could provide insight into how 

indicators consolidate on multiple governance levels. This function specifically 

rests on the potential of indicators to be used for evaluative purposes and as 

performance measures (Muller, 2018; Power, 1997). They monitor or report a 

specific type of performance which helps to form judgment and enables evaluation 

(Muller, 2018; Power, 1997). Thereby indicators have a controlling and disciplining 

function (Espeland and Stevens, 2008). They exert discipline on those they depict. 

Mobilizing the control function of indicators means that one stakeholder uses 
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quantified information to monitor the actions of others, often their subordinates, and 

gain control over them. This creates a relation between principal and agents, where 

the principal monitors what is happening and uses this information to steer the power 

relation to its advantage. The history of statistics literature points to this function as 

one of the original purposes of statistics. They originated to serve social coordination as 

a means of surveillance and enabling taxation (Alonso and Starr, 1987). The census for 

example described which citizens belonged to the nation, thereby providing a means 

of imposing taxation and granting voting or property rights to some, while leaving 

others without. Colonizers relied on surveys to keep control over the land and people 

they had incorporated into their empires (Cohn, 1996; Loveman, 2005). In South Africa, 

the census became the basis for the apartheid state (Redding, 2006). This is an example 

of how indicators enable governance from a distance (Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 415; 

Scott, 1998). They permit “remote parties to check on people and things they wish to 

control” (Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 415). Using the control function as part of state 

bureaucracy enhances state power and control.

Because of these characteristics, it is possible to see the control function of indicators 

where there are different levels of governance or there is a lack of trust. When 

principals cannot hold direct oversight over the actions of agents or distrust them, 

they will create tools to monitor and measure behavior and to create accountability 

in and between different levels of the organization (Muller, 2018). The use of 

performance measurements and quantified information in organizations is rooted 

in the demand for accountability and control (Muller, 2018; Power, 1997). Through 

benchmarking, quantified assessments and performance monitoring, organizations 

try to compare and judge the performance of lower-level divisions. Principals use it 

to reward and punish stakeholders and motivate them to perform better. 

Indicators have been used as an accountability tool in the form of performance 

measurement in various areas. Performance indicators have increasingly been 

adopted in the management of private and public entities, especially in the context 

of ‘New Public Management’, where private sector management techniques have 

been applied to public administration (Mau, 2019). This type of management comes 

with monitoring and reporting obligations throughout the organization, in the form 

of auditing. There are assessments or evaluation schemes that use performance 

indicators, for example in the form of targets (Bowerman et al., 2000). Reports 

provide insight into an organizations’ or departments’ performance on many 
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topics, ranging from sustainability, diversity or security to quality or customer and 

citizen satisfaction (Mau, 2019). Not only consultancy firms and private businesses 

but also government organizations often adopt this application of indicators as 

accountability tools.  

Additionally, we have seen a surge in the use of performance measures through 

rankings and benchmarks in global governance on various issue areas, such as 

in human rights, education, development aid, and corruption (Doshi et al., 2019; 

Espeland and Sauder, 2012; Honig and Weaver, 2019; Merry, 2011). Digitalization 

and economization of society explain this drive towards quantified monitoring 

(Mau, 2019). Ever more data is available which makes it increasingly possible 

to monitor more phenomena by an increasing number of actors. International 

organizations, NGOs, businesses and media, publish rankings or indexes, addressing 

the performance of other actors. These rankings gather attention from the ranked 

stakeholders and other parties interested in the issue that is being monitored. 

Mobilizing indicators’ control function is appealing as a means of ensuring 

(regulatory) compliance of stakeholders on different governance levels. As such, 

indicators make internal and external interventions possible (Power, 1997, 

2000). External intervention occurs when the actor who monitors performance 

imposes sanctions or allocates resources on the basis of performance assessments. 

For example, when agents attain a certain threshold or perform better, relative 

to others, then principals provide privileges to agents, such as getting access to 

(public) services, loans, discounts or promotions (Creemers, 2018; Mau, 2019).

Stakeholders who are in charge of monitoring performance have a stake in mobilizing 

these accountability measures, because it helps to close the gap between the purposes 

of institutions and those who run them or are employed by them (Muller, 2018: 

49). In theory it gives the principals power over agents because they can hold them 

accountable through these performance measures. Principals can exert control, 

because on the basis of rankings or scores of the agent they can allocate resources or 

apply sanctions (Lehtonen, 2015: 415). It is a means of creating extrinsic motivation 

for the agent and therefore, it is a powerful tool for the principal (Muller, 2018).

Furthermore, principals gain power through indicators when they function as an 

internal evaluation tool. Using indicators as accountability tools fosters compliance 

from below (Power, 2000). In global governance, for example, rankings and 
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benchmarks are tools of organizational power which “are designed to exert normative 

pressures on states to promote change in a country’s performance or improve some 

aspect of its domestic institutions or policymaking” (Cooley and Snyder, 2015: 2). 

They can enhance reputation and status or decrease it, thereby pushing countries 

or actors to perform in line with climbing the benchmark (Mau, 2019). A process 

of naming and shaming leads to increased competition which contributes to 

involuntary policy change (Best, 2017; Broome and Quirk, 2015b; Kelley, 2017; Kelley 

and Simmons, 2015; Mau, 2019). Rankings or benchmarks become a self-regulating 

device with performative outcomes, for example when stakeholder pursue austerity 

politics to get a ‘positive’ rating from credit agencies (Paudyn, 2013; Sinclair, 2005). 

Using indicators in this way is extra attractive for principals, because it puts 

responsibility on the stakeholders that are being ranked. It encourages ranked 

stakeholders to conceive of themselves as calculating and responsible actors 

(Miller, 2001). The ranking displays their performance, suggesting that they are 

able to change their position by making correct choices. This process obscures the 

responsibility of other powerful actors that influence the score on the performance 

indicator, for example, those that monitor performance. As a result, benchmarks 

and accountability tools reproduce structures of power and authority (Löwenheim, 

2008). For example, in global governance poor and developing countries cannot 

ignore these rankings. As a result, they are held responsible for solving social, 

political or economic problems to which other stakeholders in the international 

system have contributed. This internalization of accountability favors those who 

monitor performance. They maintain control over actors without having to take 

responsibility for their actions.

Furthermore, producing performance rankings bolsters the autonomy and 

authority of those who issue the rankings and benchmarks (Espeland and Sauder, 

2012). Organizations create benchmarks or rankings in order to present themselves 

as authorities on specific issues. For example, NGOs gain attention from media, 

international organizations or governments by publishing eye-catching rankings. 

They gain a reputation of being experts on the issue and derive moral authority or 

even resources from it (Broome and Quirk, 2015a: 824). In this sense, producing 

rankings is a form of competition in it itself, and the self-survival of organizations 

could potentially explain the consolidation of indicators as accountability tools.

Although principals have a stake in mobilizing indicators as accountability tools, it 
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can also work against their interests. As accountability tools, indicators can acquire 

a life of their own, independently from the goals or purposes for which they were 

developed (Hansen and Mühlen-Schulte, 2012). Performance measurement or 

auditing might have perverse consequences that can be summarized in Campbells 

law; “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, 

the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to 

distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor”(Campbell, 1976: 

49). It leads to metric fixation where actors are focused on hitting the right score at 

the expense of broader goals of the organizations, institutions or bureaucracies, of 

which they are a part (Muller, 2018). Additionally, using indicators as accountability 

tools also affects the measurement of the indicator itself.  

Gaming metrics is one way through which agents can try to gain power over the control 

function of indicators. For example, a study on aid eligibility shows that developing 

countries tend to strategically sort their Gross National Income per capita figures, around 

World Bank thresholds, to safeguard their access to international aid disbursements 

(Kerner et al., 2017). There are several ways for stakeholders to game metrics and 

take back control from principals. They can find simpler targets or lower standards 

to accomplish successful performance more easily. Alternatively, they might outright 

juke statistics, by making up numbers and cheating (Muller, 2018), or make use of the 

methodological room or low quality of the data to adjust statistics to their advantage 

(Aragão and Linsi, 2020). These adverse responses to indicators as accountability tools 

make measures that are used for control unreliable (Goodhart, 1984). 

It shows that the control function is an object of political struggle between those 

who monitor and those who are being monitored. Gaming metrics can severely 

limit the power principals gain through indicators and redirect it to the agents. The 

power relation can be distorted, especially when agents control the measurement 

process. They can manipulate the information flow and obstruct the evaluation 

process or steer it to obtain self-interested goals, undermining the control function 

with which indicators are used. As a result, political struggles over indicators can 

emerge where principals try to redesign and adjust accountability tools to gain 

control, while agents try to find a way to circumvent the principal’s control. 
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Relevance for China 

In our analysis of China’s GDP politics, considering the control function is relevant 

because it could help to explain why we see consolidation of GDP’s uses, on various 

governance levels. This review showed that, as accountability tools, indicators 

consolidate on multiple levels because this function applies to stakeholders that 

monitor, and that are being monitored. Furthermore, the organizational context 

in which indicators’ control function is likely to appear, also seems to be present 

in China. The central government has control over personnel decisions and a 

performance assessment system is part of the overall planning system (Burns and 

Zhiren, 2010; Naughton, 2013; Xu, 2011). This system is designed to steer policy 

accomplishments and create coherence between national and local goals, including 

performance measures and targets to evaluate cadres (Gao, 2009, 2010, 2015a). Over 

the years many different types of performance indicators, under which GDP, have 

been included in the assessment system. It suggests that indicators such as GDP have 

played a role as accountability tools, in the Chinese governance system. 

However, little is known about how or why GDP could function as a control tool. 

Literature that discusses the control function of indicators in state governance has 

focused predominantly on the census, while the indicator is also overlooked as an 

object of investigation in new public management literature. Therefore, it is unclear 

what makes it particularly attractive to include GDP in performance assessment 

systems. Why is it appealing for principals to mobilize it as an accountability tool, and 

how does it contribute to enabling control over agents? This is especially relevant as 

literature on China’s performance assessment system has found perverse incentives 

of performance measurement in the system, such as (outright) manipulation of 

performance measures (Gao, 2015b), specifically GDP (Wallace, 2016). While this could 

indicate political struggles over GDP as a control tool, it could also signal that GDP 

is not at all suitable as an accountability tool in China. Moreover, these implications 

of GDP as governance tool raise the question, to which extent the indicator has been 

contested, for example through the development of alternative indicators.

Before this thesis reviews what it is that shapes support and contestation over 

indicators, it addresses who holds power over them. The power through perspective 

showed that the different uses of indicators as governance tools have political 

implications which give actors a stake in shaping indicators’ measurements. To 

provide a full picture of China’s GDP politics it is therefore important to address 



Chapter 2

56

what shapes power over GDP measurement. The next section reviews insights from 

various strands of literature on what or who, shapes GDP’s international statistical 

standards, the diffusion of these standards and its implementation.

2.3 Power over indicators and politics of GDP 
measurement

How we measure our economies depends on many factors. Who gets to decide what 

we quantify and how, is the result of the social, technical and political circumstances 

in which indicators originate or become adjusted. In this process some actors are 

more influential than others or some numbers are easier to produce (Berman and 

Hirschman, 2018). The ubiquity with which we use numbers and see them all 

around us makes us forget about the choices and struggles that have formed them. 

Their politics is hidden in the formulas. They give indicators an objective air, as if 

they are neutral reflections of an economic reality out there while, in fact, they 

obscure who has made these choices and why they have done so. 

The same applies to GDP. The indicator is ubiquitous as it is integrated into 

economic textbooks, policymaking, political discourse and everyday news. The 

unmistakable presence of the indicator in our society conceals the fact that its 

measurement is not self-evident. Choices about what to include or exclude, how 

to value, quantify and aggregate different variables are the result of the historical 

and political context in which it emerged and developed. This boils down to very 

practical measurement issues. Whereas financial services have been included in 

GDP, unpaid household production is excluded. Also, should we value (zero-priced) 

goods and services provided by the digital economy by estimating quality-adjusted 

prices or derive it from the related advertising earnings or wage costs? Similar to 

other macroeconomic indicators, GDP’s measurement is shaped by the ideas, norms 

and resources of the stakeholders involved in its production, their interaction in 

the institutions that produce indicators, and through which measurements spread 

across the globe. 

This power over indicators’ perspective, foregrounds the political struggles 

that shape indicators’ measurement. It helps in answering two of the central 

questions about GDP politics in China that this thesis addresses. First, it helps 

explain the uptake of GDP measurement in China. It delineates who could have 
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been involved in measuring GDP, what reasons stakeholders might have had for 

adopting the measurement and how their ideas, resources or institutional context 

affected measurement choices. Second, it provides insight into whether Chinese 

stakeholders’ have influence over the governance of GDP’s international statistical 

standards. It reviews who holds power in the institutions that determine the rules 

for measuring GDP, what factors can determine their authority and to which extent 

this could affect GDP measurement or debates about it, on the international level. 

The next section gives a general overview of what, according to the politics of 

statistics literature, shapes power over indicators. It outlines which stakeholders 

matter and what type of reasoning determines the indicators’ measurement. This 

helps to identify important focal points in other strands of literature that provide 

insights into the diffusion of indicators or statistical standard-setting discussed 

later in this chapter. 

2.3.1 The political and social construction of 
measurement 
The politics of statistics literature traces how and why measurement choices are 

made and what shapes processes of quantification. It emphasizes that statistics 

are produced with a purpose in mind and therefore every act of measurement is 

marked by a play of power relations (Espeland and Stevens, 2008; Porter, 1996; 

Scott, 1998: 27). The history of statistics literature shows that official statistics are 

rooted in social and political projects. Their measurement reflects a particular 

understanding of the world that can be traced to historical power constellations 

and struggles over ideas. Official statistics originally focused on measuring people, 

commodities and trade, and responded to the political problems that emerged. 

Their measurement was constructed with an aim, not only to describe what was 

out there, but to mold and govern these societies (Mügge, 2019). This power over 

indicators perspective describes how specific purposes and interests reverberate in 

the formulas of macroeconomic indicators. 

First, measurement is shaped by the personal interests and needs of those who 

produce and use it (Heine and Oltmanns, 2016). This political economy approach 

to statistics argues that producers and users of statistics shape statistical systems 

and specific measurements to suit their individual interests (ibid.). Their purpose is 
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to produce measurements that increase their individual gain, not necessarily to be 

fully informed or maximize total welfare (ibid.). For example, methodologies are 

constructed to reflect the successful performance of dominant economic classes 

(Häring and Douglas, 2012). It assumes that stakeholders know exactly how to 

create and adjust measurements to support their interests. 

However, the notion of statistics as conventions indicates that measurements do not 

necessarily directly emerge out of calculable interests (Desrosières, 2002). Conventions 

are “socio-cognitive resources actors rely on, to achieve shared interpretations, 

evaluations and valuations of situations and the value of objects, persons and actions” 

(Diaz-Bone, 2016: 48). Measurement choices depend on accepted beliefs about the 

nature of social reality (Alonso and Starr, 1987: 48). How we measure our economy 

is the result of ideas, norms and institutions that shape the beliefs and interests of 

those that produce statistics (Diaz-Bone, 2016). These conventions are up for debate 

and thus, the definition of the object, indicators and their encoding procedure, are 

inherently political and the result of social interactions (Desrosières, 2002). 

Furthermore, the technical nature of producing statistics makes it highly unlikely 

that everyone is capable of molding methodologies that suit their preferences or 

ideas, let alone being in a position to implement them successfully. Therefore, 

to explain how and why we measure our economy the way we do, we have to 

analyze the professionals that produce macroeconomic indicators. Statisticians 

must interpret and transform the social objectives that inform the production of 

statistics into technical tools, the official statistical measurements (Alonso and Starr, 

1987; Desrosières, 2002). In this process statisticians fuse their professional ideas, 

norms and rules with the political purposes driving the production of statistics. 

Historically, this meant that “administrative statistics combined the norms of the 

scientific world with those of the modern rational state, which are centered on 

the general interest and efficiency” (Desrosières, 2002: 8). This makes it likely that 

statistical measurements do not neatly reflect the individual interests or political 

purposes of powerful stakeholders but are also shaped by professional norms and 

practices. At the same time, statisticians face practical constraints, such as limited 

access to data and the resources they receive to configure their work. 

The literature describing the history of the GDP indicator reflects on the political 

interests and social conventions that have shaped its measurement. The indicator’s 

roots lie in the practice of national accounting which originated in order to 
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build state capacity and support economic policymaking. Statisticians in several 

countries such as Germany, the USA and UK started to statistically picture the 

economy, producing a variety of national income estimates, either to understand 

the industrial economy and identify production capacity or as a means for 

measuring social welfare (Coyle, 2015; Perlman and Marietta, 2005). The specific 

methodology that would eventually turn into GDP was developed in the 1930s 

and 1940s, when following the Great Depression, national income statistics were 

further developed in response to politicians’ and bureaucrats’ policymaking 

needs (Fogel et al., 2013; Lepenies, 2016). These statistics were meant to provide 

policymakers with information about the economic situation on the ground. Based 

on these statistics they could devise policies to tackle the economic downturn after 

the 1929 stock market crash and develop an economy that supported war time 

efforts. National accounts were developed to support national political priorities 

and the measurement of indicators derived from it, such as GDP, reflected that. 

Literature describing the politics of (macroeconomic) statistics emphasize that 

GDP measurement reflects the predominant concern of industrial nations with 

post-war reconstruction (Mügge, 2020; Ward, 2004a). It argues that its definition 

puts emphasis on economic production and growth. It is an output measure that 

corresponds to the predominant image of production in industrialized countries in 

the immediate pre- and post-war period. According to Mügge (2020) it is particularly 

suited to capturing the production of physical goods by large-scale factories and for-

the-market agriculture, particularly goods and services that are exchanged through 

monetary transactions and in terms of market prices. Furthermore, this definition 

also considers government as a productive entity contributing to the size of the 

economy.

Interestingly, including government in GDP measurement was not how statisticians 

involved in producing the first national income estimates had envisioned it. Both 

Simon Kuznets, who produced the USA’s first national income estimates, and Colin 

Clark, who laid the foundation for GDP measurement in the UK, strictly linked 

national income to the market economy. Clark defined national income as “the 

sum total of the market price of all goods and services, which, taking intermediate 

consumption into consideration, is available for consumption in a specific period” 

(Lepenies, 2016: 39). State spending would count as intermediate consumption, 

not as a final product (Lepenies, 2016: 48). However, John Maynard Keynes 
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considered government spending as an important policy tool in times of crisis 

and included government expenditure in his definition of national income. When 

national income measures were developed, Keynesianism gained support among 

policymakers and economists, and the state gained an increasingly important 

role in the economy, especially during war time. As a result, US and UK statistical 

authorities included government expenditure in their national income measure 

and laid the basis for GDP measurement as we know it today (Fogel et al., 2013; 

Lepenies, 2016). It shows that GDP measurement was not self-evident or fixed, 

but depended on the intellectual efforts, political priorities and policy ideas that 

dominated at the time. 

When it comes to China, the fact that GDP measurement reflects the specific time 

and place in which it was designed, sparks questions about why and how GDP 

measurement was taken up by China and whether Chinese stakeholders have 

had influence on how GDP is measured? To answer these questions this literature 

review spotlights three specific dimensions of power over indicators. First, it looks 

at the international standardization of the indicator and provides explanations 

for who and what shapes the governance of GDP’s statistical standards on the 

international level. Second, it identifies drivers and mechanisms that explain how 

GDP measurement spread to places outside the original Western context in which 

it was developed. Third, it provides insights into what shapes the implementation 

of GDP measurement throughout various statistical systems. 

2.3.2 GDP measurement and the politics of international 
standard-setting 
One of the key questions raised in this thesis is the extent to which Chinese 

stakeholders are able to influence GDP’s statistical standards, and how. This aspect 

of China’s GDP politics addresses the power China holds over the governance of 

GDP measurement. GDP’s measurement is encoded in international standards and 

governed on the international level. Before reviewing what shapes engagement 

on this level, this section provides some background on international national 

accounting standards.

International organizations’ demand for comparable economic data drove the 

establishment of international standards for economic statistics, including GDP 
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(Schmelzer, 2016: 94). Richard Stone, who systematized national accounts in the 

USA, developed the System of National Accounts (SNA) in 1952, at the Organization 

for European Economic Cooperation (OECC), together with a group of experts 

(Schmelzer, 2016: 95). According to Stone, there was “no need for elaborate 

discussions outside the committee”, because of the complexity of the issue 

(Schmelzer, 2016: 95). As a result, a small transatlantic economic elite of accounting 

experts drafted the international statistical standards that determined how 

economies would be measured. In 1953, the UN took up the issue of international 

comparability, and its Statistical Office published the SNA, from which GDP is 

derived (Kendrick, 1970: 309; Ward, 2004a: 45). Standardizing national economic 

accounting methods served the “practical administrative and policy needs of 

international organizations” (Kendrick, 1957: 5).

The SNA is an internationally harmonized “set of recommendations on how to 

compile measures of economic activity in accordance with strict accounting 

conventions based on economic principles” (ISWGNA, 2008: 1). It sets out the 

internationally agreed rules and standards for measuring the total economic activity 

of a country, including for GDP measurement. The system describes what counts 

as productive economic activity, determines how activity should be categorized, 

aggregated, defined and measured and how necessary data might be collected and 

disseminated (Herrera, 2010). This framework is regularly revised, with manuals 

published in 1953, 1968, 1993, 2008 and one currently under revision. Despite 

these revisions, many basic concepts such as the production or asset boundary 

have hardly changed (Bos, 1994).  

Although the SNA is currently the only internationally standardized framework 

for national accounts, this has not always been the case. Whereas the SNA, and 

GDP with its emphasis on market prices, was designed for, and mostly used 

by capitalist countries, the Material Product System (MPS) was designed for 

communist economies. It therefore became the official statistical standard used for 

the measurement of economic performance and development in the USSR, Central 

and Eastern European Countries, Cuba, China and some other Asian countries 

(Árvay, 1994). However, although it was formalized in 1969 and published as an 

international standard in 1971, many countries stopped using the standard as 

they transitioned to a capitalist economic system (Herrera, 2010: 23). There are 

important differences between the MPS and SNA, most notably on the production 
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boundary, valuation and data collection methods. Despite considerably different 

approaches to measuring the economy, there have been efforts to compare the 

international accounting systems and harmonize them; efforts in which international 

organizations, such as the United Nations, took an active role (Árvay, 1994). 

This overview shows that national accounting and macroeconomic measurements, 

such as GDP, are inherently tied to processes of international standardization and 

global governance. To explain why GDP is measured the way it is, and whether Chinese 

stakeholders have had any influence over it, it is necessary to examine who decides on 

these standards and identify what shapes the revision of statistical standards. 

Explaining power over GDP’s international statistical standards

There are two strands in the standard-setting and global governance literature that 

provide potential explanations for who governs GDP’s statistical standards. The realist 

and historical institutionalist strands make a distinction between two broad sources 

of power that shape standard-setting, namely material power and expertise. These 

power sources are relevant to the study of China’s GDP politics, because they allow 

for reflection on whether China’s ascendance in the global economy has increased 

Chinese stakeholders’ power over GDP measurement. The Chinese case therefore 

contributes to enrich existing theories of power in global standard-setting.

According to the realist strand in international political economy, actors with 

the most material resources, in terms of economic weight, are able to influence 

international standards that shape global economic governance (Mattli and 

Buthe, 2003). Drezner (2007: xiii) considers that “great powers remain the most 

important actors in establishing the rules of the global economy”, and therefore 

standard-setting processes reflect the distribution of state power (Gilpin, 2002; 

Mattli and Buthe, 2003). Great powers can use their material advantage to steer 

governance issues in a preferred direction. Their large market share, for example, 

forces countries to accept certain standards (see Drezner, 2007; Simmons, 2001; 

Singer, 2007), or they use their privileged position in international organizations 

to coordinate lesser powers’ actions in their interests (Gilpin, 2002; Mattli and 

Buthe, 2003). Even if states delegate the management of standards to non-state 

stakeholders, realism assumes that states’ interests shape the process and outcome 

of regulatory standard-setting procedures (Drezner, 2007). 
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There is evidence indicating that internationally standardized macroeconomic 

measurements indeed reflect the interests of economically powerful states. 

First, as already described above, the SNA was based on the national accounting 

frameworks developed by, and for the USA and UK. Statistical standards were 

based on their experiences and reflected their economic structure and political 

priorities. After the Second World War, for example, GDP measurement captured 

economic reconstruction through (government) investment in infrastructure 

and industrial production of market consumer goods (Ward, 2004a). In contrast, 

GDP measurement does not suit the economic structure of developing countries, 

especially where overall, more time and effort is spent on unpaid services and 

much of the economic activity takes place in the informal economy (Frankel, 1953; 

International Labour Office, 2016; Sen and Kolli, 2009). These economic activities 

fell outside of the production boundary and therefore GDP did not capture large 

parts of these economies (DeRock, 2019; Ward, 2004a). Moreover, GDP did not 

provide insight into inequality, let alone other pressing policy priorities in these 

countries, like fighting poverty and hunger (Ward, 2004a). 

Second, adjustments to GDP methodology have continued to cast the US economy 

in a favorable light. For example, in the 1993 SNA revision, financial services were 

included in the production boundary by explicitly defining them as a productive 

activity (Christophers, 2011). This adjustment favors countries with a large financial 

sector, such as the USA and the UK (Christophers, 2011, 2013). It increases the size 

of these economies in terms of GDP, and thereby also frames the contribution of 

this sector to the economy as positive (Christophers, 2011). Similar implications 

apply to shifts in accounting for spending on research & development (R&D) and 

weapon systems as investment, rather than intermediate goods or government 

spending (Häring and Douglas, 2012: 33). Countries such as the USA or UK have an 

incentive to push for these methodological adjustments and their harmonization 

in standards, because it could benefit them, for example by indirectly increasing 

their voting shares in IOs relative to other countries.

Third, the USA exerted a marked impact on the early development of the UN data 

framework by resisting the development of social statistics. Its skepticism influenced 

the attitude of the UN Statistical Commission into developing a broader range of 

social statistics (Ward, 2004a: 141). Focusing on economic statistics over social issues 

supported US Cold War interests in portraying the successes of the capitalist system 
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(ibid.). Furthermore, bringing countries on board to adopt the SNA capitalist statistical 

system over the communist MPS could, for symbolic reasons, have been in the interest 

of USA at the time. Because internationally standardized measurements have been 

shaped by the USA and provide a favorable picture, some would go as far as to say that 

“the US control how we measure economic success” (Häring and Douglas, 2012).   

Although these international statistical standards favor great powers such as the 

USA, it is an open question whether their measurement and spread across the globe 

has been the result of active power play or coercion, by economically powerful 

states. After all, as a case of global governance, there are more stakeholders 

involved in international statistical standard-setting. In the early development of 

the SNA, the United Nations Statistical Office (UNSO) was responsible for drafting 

international statistical standards (Ward, 2004a), and the OEEC (Organisation 

for European Economic Co-operation, the predecessor of the OECD) was actively 

developing internationally standardized measures of the economy (Schmelzer, 

2016). From 1982 onwards, more international organizations such as Eurostat, IMF 

and World Bank became involved in standard-setting, when the Intersecretariat 

Working Group on National Accounts (ISWGNA) was set up to discuss SNA revision 

(Harrison, 1994: 171; Ward, 2004b). Besides IOs, experts and external statisticians 

were involved as well. So, understanding who has power over statistical standards 

and how that shapes economic measurement, also the institutional context, 

capabilities and ideas of these stakeholders need to be taken into account.  

Historical institutionalism and the literature on expert governance points to capacity 

and expertise as important sources of power in international standard-setting (Farrell 

and Newman, 2010; Raustiala, 2002; Slaughter, 2004). According to this strand of 

research, states with the most experience and most developed institutional procedures 

have influence over standard-setting processes (Farrell and Newman, 2010; Raustiala, 

2002). Expert knowledge becomes even more influential in highly technical governance 

areas (Djelic and Quack, 2010: 14–22; Haas, 1992: 11–3). Individual experts or expert 

communities are then able to influence standard-setting. They gain leverage, even moral 

authority, from their highly specialized knowledge and experience (Seabrooke and 

Tsingou, 2016; Tsingou, 2015), because they are seen as non-political, objective actors, 

making their choices based on rational and technical considerations (Haas, 1992). This 

leaves them largely immune from formal constraints or political contestation by other 

stakeholders, and allows them to make decisions without interference from other 

actors (Broome and Quirk, 2015a; Davis et al., 2012a; DeRock, 2019). 
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Research on the development of official statistics, indicators and rankings in global 

governance finds that experts are influential, and determine statistical standards or 

methodologies that shape indicators (DeRock, 2019; Merry, 2011). It even identifies 

an ‘expert-inertia’, meaning that insiders with skills and experience and originally 

involved in developing statistical standards, continue to have a greater say in the 

future development of measurement systems (Merry, 2016: 6). They gain more skills 

and experience while the technical complexity increases. As a result, it is less likely 

that other stakeholders are included in the process (ibid.). The technical nature 

of statistical standard-setting contributes to this expert-inertia because it requires 

expert knowledge to adapt existing templates and forms of data analysis. It leaves 

inexperienced non-expert stakeholders with little say over designing statistical 

measurements. As a result, we would expect that individual experts or expert groups, 

rather than great powers such as China, determine GDP’s statistical standards.

In the international statistical community, these experts are linked by certain 

factors. Usually, they have an advanced education and experience with developing 

indicators. Furthermore, they belong to a cosmopolitan elite, which either work 

or have experience in IOs, and come from Western industrialized economies 

(DeRock, 2019; Merry, 2016). Additionally, it seems that these more experienced 

representatives are also more vocal about expressing their opinions (DeRock, 

2019; Harrison, 1994: 173, 188). This indicates that not all experts might have 

equal influence over statistical standards. To ensure that the voices of developing 

countries are also heard in debates about the SNA, special meetings have been 

organized, mainly including representatives from developing countries (Harrison, 

1994: 173). The division of power between experts might be a factor in explaining 

whether or not Chinese stakeholders are able to shape statistical standards. It is 

an open question whether the status attached to being a great power or other 

factors (mentioned above) shape the in-group recognition of Chinese stakeholders 

and their influence over statistical standard-setting.

Besides examining whether China is able to shape statistical standards, this thesis 

also tries to understand China’s engagement on this issue. A lack of influence 

over standard-setting does not necessarily create political conflict over GDP 

measurement or sufficiently arouse the interest of stakeholders to engage in 

governance. Experts without influence might still ascribe to the shared professional 

norms that shape standards and therefore feel no need to adjust them. We know 



Chapter 2

66

that professional norms of expert groups and epistemic communities shape the 

decisions they make in global governance (Cross, 2013; Haas, 1992). Once experts 

or professionals in IOs gain control over governance issues, their ideas and beliefs 

become institutionalized through the standards they set or policies they make 

(Henriksen and Seabrooke, 2016; Sridhar, 2007; Vetterlein, 2012). This also applies 

to governance over international statistical standards. 

International statistical standards reflect the professional norms of statisticians 

(Mügge and Linsi, 2020). These norms are “comparability (the desire to compare 

statistics across countries), continuity (the ambition to build time-series datasets), 

certitude (the predilection for reliably quantifiable data), and coherence (the 

aspiration to integrate separate statistical domains into one overarching 

representation of “the economy”)” (Mügge and Linsi, 2020: 2–3). These professional 

norms reflect the practical constraints that statisticians face, for example their 

access to continuous data sources (Merry, 2011; Mügge and Linsi, 2020). However, 

there also purports to be a techno-scientific aim, building objective measurements 

and responding to user demands. Besides shared professional ideas about what 

constitutes ‘good’ data, international statisticians also share ideas about the limits 

of the economy and policy applications of statistics which shape international 

standards, as DeRock (2019) demonstrates in the case of GDP. 

The implications of these professional norms could stimulate actors to engage in 

the governance of standards and might induce political conflict over measurements. 

Professional norms obstruct the adaptation of international statistical standards, 

leading to sticky macroeconomic measurements. The norms emphasize the high 

costs of deviating from specific data sets and require collective agreement to 

adapt shared measurement standards. Both factors contribute to an unwillingness 

to alter them (North, 1990). As a result, statistical concepts of macroeconomic 

indicators have hardly changed, even though economic developments such as 

transnationalization and digitalization undermine their conceptual validity 

(Mügge and Linsi, 2020). This contributes to a widening gap between the concepts 

that the statistics claim to capture, and the measurements we find in official 

databases (Linsi and Mügge, 2019). This concept-measurement gap persists even 

though statisticians recognize that some of the existing practices are dysfunctional 

or outdated (Mügge and Linsi, 2020). 
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Furthermore, other examples of expert rule have shown that the creation of 

measurement methods based on techno-scientific reasoning fails to provide an accurate 

representation of social or economic reality (Mitchell, 2002). Economic ideas and sticky 

statistical practices in internationally standardized measurements are not equally 

applicable in all contexts (Jerven, 2013a, 2013b; Speich, 2008). To judge from this, we 

would expect that actors, especially those not represented or (feel) misrepresented by 

the ‘dated’ measurements, would be likely to engage in standard-setting. 

The inertia in statistical standards, particularly of GDP, is remarkable considering 

the criticism that the macroeconomic indicator receives. It has been accused of 

having various gender, environmental and capital biases, from not counting unpaid 

household labor and thereby undervaluing women’s economic contribution, to 

ignoring environmental destruction and prioritizing capitalist market exchanges 

(DeRock, 2019; Hoskyns and Rai, 2007; Mügge, 2020; Stiglitz et al., 2009). Furthermore, 

the concept-measurement gap also applies to GDP, which increasingly fails to 

capture rapid changes in the economy driven by globalization and digitalization 

(Bean, 2016; Coyle and Mitra-Kahn, 2017). The criticism of GDP suggests forceful 

engagement from different sides, pointing out the flaws in its measurement system. 

Nevertheless, the indicator’s statistical standards have largely remained the same. 

It begs the question whether new stakeholders such as emerging economies, actors 

that were not involved in developing the indicator in the first place or which are 

misrepresented by GDP, engage in governance over GDP’s statistical standards at the 

international level, or simply lack real influence over the process. 

Relevance for China

This review pointed out that China’s increased material power could explain its 

potential ability to govern GDP’s statistical standards, but that expertise might also 

mediate China’s power over standard-setting. Although existing research indicates 

that expertise is relevant in determining statistical standards, it leaves unanswered 

which factors shape the division of power within statistical expert groups. This 

is especially relevant for the Chinese case, since the literature on the politics of 

statistics and GDP indicates that internationally standardized measurements have 

mostly been shaped by Western experts with experience in IOs. There are reasons 

to expect that Chinese statisticians are not insiders in the expert groups that govern 

GDP measurement. They came relatively late to measuring the indicator and their 



Chapter 2

68

senior statisticians, in particular, have been trained in an MPS context, rather than 

an SNA institutional context. Therefore, their professional background and level 

of experience could differ from other experts. Because of these differences, it is 

crucial to examine how Chinese experts have been integrated into the international 

statistical community and have engaged in statistical standard-setting. Do they 

share professional norms with other statisticians, and how do they voice their 

opinions in debates about international statistical standards?

Furthermore, the inertia in statistical standards raises questions about China’s 

contribution to statistical standard-setting. The concept-measurement gap of 

macroeconomic indicators certainly also applies to the Chinese economy (Linsi and 

Mügge, 2019). It has become an increasingly important axis of the complex global 

economic structures, a complexity that internationally standardized statistics has failed 

to capture. The inertia begs the question whether China’s economy is represented 

in these statistics, but more importantly whether these specific (potentially flawed) 

representations arouse the interest of Chinese stakeholders. Are they interested in 

adjusting international statistical standards and for what reasons? To make sense 

of this we must take into account the implications of these standards for Chinese 

stakeholders. Knowing why stakeholders engage in standard-setting helps to explain 

under which conditions a lack of power leads to political struggles over indicators’ 

measurements. Consequently, insights from the power in and power through 

perspectives, help to explain China’s engagement over statistical standards. Whether 

Chinese stakeholders have power over GDP measurement and how this shapes their 

engagement over statistical standards will be further explored in Chapter 6.

2.3.3 GDP measurement and the politics of diffusion 
To fully grasp the extent of Chinese power over GDP measurement we must look 

beyond international statistical standard-setting and analyze how these standards 

are spread across the globe. One of the key questions of this research focuses 

on the uptake of these standards and asks how and why China adopted GDP 

measurement. It is not obvious why China started measuring GDP, since it was not 

directly involved in developing the indicator nor had it the appropriate institutions 

in place to measure it. Furthermore, it is an open question why China adopted GDP 

measurement considering that studies on the adoption of international norms and 

policies, depict China as a tough case for diffusion (Bell and Feng, 2019).
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Examining China’s uptake of GDP measurement is an aid to a more complete 

understanding of the variety of GDP politics. First, findings in the Chinese case 

could particularly help us understand why GDP spread to places outside the West, 

places that were not necessarily suited to adopting a foreign capitalist indicator. 

After all, similar to other countries, China measured the indicator even though its 

statistical standards were not officially designed with the Chinese or developing 

countries’ context in mind, and the standards did not always suit the economic 

and social realities of these places (Jerven, 2013a, 2013b; Speich, 2008; Ward, 

2004a). Second, as a tough case for diffusion, the Chinese case can contribute to our 

knowledge about what shapes the process through which GDP is taken up. In other 

instances, international standards, ideas and practices have often clashed with the 

Chinese domestic political agenda, resulting in strategic or selective compliance 

(Bell and Feng, 2019; Heilmann and Schulte-Kulkmann, 2011). China’s uptake of 

GDP measurement could therefore provide clues to when and how clashes between 

domestic politics and GDP’s international statistical standards occur, and how they 

are resolved.

The diffusion of GDP measurement across the globe is not necessarily intuitive, 

since national income estimates that preceded present-day GDP, had initially been 

developed for isolated national contexts (Studenski, 1958). However, after the 

Second World War, GNP (gross national product, the precursor of GDP) quickly 

spread around the globe, especially through the global implementation of the SNA 

framework (Kendrick, 1970: 285; Ward, 2004a). After the first official SNA manual 

was published in 1953, international organizations such as the United Nations 

Statistics Division (UNSD), IMF and World Bank actively guided the spread of this 

national accounting framework. Encouraged by the OECD’s work in standardizing 

national accounting, European countries adopted national account frameworks in 

accordance with international standards (Schmelzer, 2016) and new post-colonial 

states also produced GDP statistics, developing national accounting frameworks 

based on the SNA (Masood, 2016; Pérez-López, 2010; Speich, 2011; Tiwari, 1994: 131). 

For a number of post-colonial leaders, adopting economic statistics reflected the 

feasibility of change (Speich, 2011: 25) and in the decades following, international 

organizations led the way in the adoption, implementation and development of 

national account practices through extensive technical assistance programs (Ward, 

2004a: 95). The SNA became the hegemonic framework for measuring the economy 

in the early 1990s, when CMEA-countries and Russia abandoned the Material 
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Product System in favor of the SNA (Herrera, 2010). China was a latecomer to GDP 

measurement and the last major holdout for adopting the SNA. It produced its first 

official GDP statistic in 1985, and only officially switched to the SNA framework in 

1993. 

The GDP literature gives clues to how and why GDP standards diffused, but fails 

to provide elaborate explanations for this remarkable spread (with the exception 

of Herrera, 2010). To get a better insight into the reasons for adopting GDP 

measurement and the mechanisms through which its statistical standards have 

spread, this section incorporates explanations from the GDP literature with 

findings from the diffusion literature in international relations, international 

political economy and sociology.

Explaining the diffusion of international statistical standards 

The diffusion literature is ideally suited to explain how and why GDP measurement 

was adopted across the globe, especially in countries such as China, where the 

indicator might not always suit economic and social realities and existing 

institutions. Börzel and Risse (2012: 5) describe diffusion as “a process through 

which ideas, normative standards, or policies and institutions spread across time 

and space.” Norms, ideas, policies and institutions (also ‘objects’ of diffusion) are 

typically conceived of as originating in a foreign or international context and 

spreading to a domestic setting where the local context may or may not provide 

a good fit. In this case, the SNA is the object of diffusion through which GDP 

measurement spreads to various places. The national accounts framework is 

designed on the international level and can be considered an institution consisting 

of a “collection of practices and rules” (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 891) which 

are embedded with norms and ideas. These norms, which are grounded in 

economic theory, prescribe the appropriate way of conceptualizing and measuring 

the economy. The literature suggests a few diffusion mechanisms which provide 

different explanations for the uptake of GDP’s international statistical standards. 

These mechanisms are coercion, socialization and localization or translation. 

Coercive diffusion occurs when host societies are confronted with external 

pressure to conform to an idea or practice (Lai et al., 2017: 961). It suggests that 

the adoption of foreign institutions, norms or policies is imposed on the local 

actor either by international organizations, foreign countries, powerful market 
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actors or institutions. It can also be imposed by norms and rules on which the 

host society depends for resources. This type of diffusion assumes high power 

asymmetries, in which the host society possesses a weak or low degree of agency to 

either contest or accept external ideas or practices (Lai et al., 2017; Simmons et al., 

2006). Coercive diffusion is externally driven and a direct mechanism, meaning “an 

agent of diffusion actively promotes certain policies or institutional models in her 

interactions with a receiving actor or group of actors” (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 5). 

The history of GDP literature, identifies powerful states and international 

organizations as the drivers behind the diffusion of GDP and portrays the process 

as coercive (Fioramonti, 2013: 40–3; Philipsen, 2015: 131–5; Schmelzer, 2016). It 

states that “the GDP mantra was imposed on poorer nations” and that the indicator 

“colonized the very lexicon of global governance” (Fioramonti, 2013: 42–3). Other 

diffusion studies demonstrate that international organizations, such as the IMF 

and World Bank as well as key donor countries, exercised their political power to 

push developing countries into adopting policies of the ‘Washington Consensus’ 

paradigm (Babb, 2013). These international policy obligations or impositions involve 

the production of particular economic statistics. For example, the US measure of 

GNP arrived in Europe as an economic monitoring tool attached to the Marshall 

plan (Mügge, 2020). Additionally, statistical reform is often part of IMF and World 

Bank conditionality (Willoughby and Crook, 2008: 135; World Bank, 2018: xv). 

IOs promote compliance with statistical standards, for example through the IMF 

Data Standard Initiative and although voluntary, it comes with strong incentives 

(Jerven, 2016). Research indicates that international surveillance procedures by 

IOs pressure developing countries to produce economic data, and that calculation 

methods can alter as a result of international sanctions (Samuel, 2014). However, 

the fact that IOs request economic data and promote the diffusion of international 

statistical standards does not necessarily mean that coercive diffusion takes place. 

Diffusion can also take place through socialization. Socialized diffusion happens 

“when actors attempt to solve problems or policy challenges in an environment 

that is rooted in uncertainty and bounded rationality” (Lai et al., 2017: 961–2). 

Foreign ideas are perceived as an appropriate or an efficient solution, irrespective 

of whether there is substantive evidence for it (Chwieroth, 2014). This mechanism 

is more subtle than coercive diffusion, since ideas and practices are not imposed 

or forced upon the host society by external actors. Nevertheless, socialization can 
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in some cases involve external actors and therefore could be both externally and 

domestically driven. Multiple forms of diffusion can be categorized under the 

heading of socialized diffusion, including emulation, learning and mimesis.

Emulation occurs when actors look around for ‘best practices’ or institutional 

solutions to solve problems or overcome a crisis (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 5). This 

mechanism can be based on an instrumental rationality or a (normative) logic of 

appropriateness. ‘Competition’, ‘lesson-drawing’ and ‘learning’ are considered 

rational forms of emulation, and is distinct from ‘normative emulation’ which 

includes ‘mimicry’ (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 9; Marsh and Sharman, 2009: 271-2). 

The functionalist logic assumes that domestic actors emulate foreign institutions 

or practices in order to “produce more efficient and effective policy outcomes than 

the alternatives” (Marsh and Sharman, 2009: 271). These policy outcomes can entail 

increasing performance on a domestic economic or political problem, or simply 

performing better in relation to others (Börzel and Risse, 2012). 

Diffusion through learning or lesson-drawing happens through cooperation and 

exchange. It can take place on the basis of bilateral interaction or transnational 

problem solving in international policy networks or epistemic communities and 

could involve training and assistance (Marsh and Sharman, 2009: 271). Mimicry, 

on the other hand, is the “automatic, unreflective, copying as the result of deeply 

embedded shared conceptions” (Marsh and Sharman, 2009: 272). Foreign models 

are adopted because of symbolic or normative factors through which they are 

considered legitimate (Börzel and Risse, 2012; Marsh and Sharman, 2009). They may 

be perceived as advanced, progressive or modern and their adoption comes with 

social payoffs, such as boosting reputation or enhancing legitimacy to domestic 

and external audiences (ibid.). Chwieroth (2014) suggests that states might emulate 

policies simply because they are ‘fashionable’ among other states with similar 

characteristics.

There is evidence suggesting that GDP measurement has spread through 

socialized diffusion. Historical accounts focusing on the harmonization of GDP 

among industrialized countries (Kendrick, 1970: 306–11; Vanoli, 2005) assume 

a functionalist logic in which harmonized economic statistics offer an optimal 

outcome for those stakeholders that adopt internationally standardized national 

accounts frameworks (Mitrany, 1971; Ovodenko and Keohane, 2012). Arguably, 

adopting the SNA would efficiently contribute to policymakers’ needs. It improves 
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policymaking by providing information about the economy and facilitates economic 

relations given the comparability of the statistics. Western industrialized countries 

and international organizations did indeed start measuring GDP and adopted 

standardized national accounts frameworks in order to provide policymakers with 

information about the economy, information upon which policies could be based 

and improved (Lepenies, 2016: 63; Ward, 2004a).  

Furthermore, the way through which the SNA spread, also suggests a process of 

learning or lesson-drawing. UN consultants, technical advisors and other experts 

exchanged ideas and cooperated with local officials to accommodate statistical 

frameworks and standards (Lanata Briones and González Bollo, 2017: 145; Ward, 

2004a: 95). The same applies to the other internationally standardized national 

accounts framework, the MPS. Statisticians of ‘small’ countries acquired theoretical 

knowledge from Soviet statisticians in Moscow and implemented the national 

accounting framework in a manner of “learning by doing” (Árvay, 1994: 220). 

However, for both the SNA and MPS it is unclear to which extent these ‘learning’ 

activities were driven by domestic or external actors. In addition to the learning 

mechanism, adopting GDP measurement or international statistical standards has 

also occurred through normative emulation driven by legitimacy gains of domestic 

stakeholders, for instance, to increase the credibility of statisticians to a domestic 

audience (Alenda-Demoutiez and Mügge, 2020) or to display national sovereignty 

(Speich, 2011).

In one of the limited detailed accounts of the diffusion of international statistical 

standards, Herrera (2010) shows that in Russia, domestic actors played an important 

role in the process. According to Russian statisticians, the perceived appropriateness 

of a statistical system was derived from economic structure. As a result, the switch 

from the MPS to the SNA, and implementation of the framework, was driven by 

a logic of appropriateness built on the notion that “the SNA was appropriate for 

capitalist economies and the MPS for centrally planned economies” (Herrera, 

2010: 3). Structural changes in the economy and interactions with international 

organizations contributed to the shift but cannot explain it. Therefore, the Russian 

case can be considered a form of normative emulation built on ‘conditional norms’ 

which were shared by domestic stakeholders that possessed agency to reform the 

statistical system. 
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In contrast to other explanations for diffusion, localization and translation pay 

attention to “the contention of the meaning of norms and the process of their 

reconstruction” (Zimmermann, 2016: 104). It highlights how domestic actors 

contest foreign norms, ideas or policies and modify them in accordance with local 

contexts (Acharya, 2004; Eimer et al., 2016; Van Kersbergen and Verbeek, 2007). 

Acharya (2004: 245) describes localization as “the active construction […] of foreign 

ideas by local actors, which results in the former developing significant congruence 

with local beliefs and practices”. Both approaches stress the importance of domestic 

factors to explain diffusion outcomes and see domestic actors as agents rather than 

passive recipients (Lai et al., 2017: 963). In processes of translation and localization, 

domestic actors actively filter and even reshape foreign ideas before adoption (Ban, 

2016: 18). This translation can be driven by the local translators’ needs and the 

process is inevitably shaped by power and interests, especially since local actors 

filter and reshape foreign ideas based on their access to transnational networks 

and the presence of competing local ideas and external coercion (Acharya, 2004; 

Ban, 2013, 2016).

Grafting is a particular way through which foreign norms or practices get reshaped. 

In this strategy a new norm is framed in a way that resonates with an already 

existing and accepted local norm (Acharya, 2004; Price, 1998). Grafting “creates 

composite products in which alternative ideas comingle” (Lai et al., 2017: 963). 

Local actors reshape the original object of diffusion by stripping off features that 

are not compatible to the local context. Other than simply editing, grafts challenge 

the distinctive characteristics or goals of the foreign norms, ideas, or practices (Ban, 

2013, 2016). They are new objects with their own local meaning, which cannot be 

simply reduced to its component parts (Lai et al., 2017). Furthermore, the graft is 

dynamic, meaning that its content and stability can change. Its stability depends 

among other things, on the compatibility of the ideas that are combined, the ways 

they interact over time and changes in the external context in which it is used (Lai 

et al., 2017: 963–4).

Hungary is perhaps the only example of localization of internationally standardized 

statistical frameworks, when in 1970 it tried to integrate the SNA and MPS into one 

system (Árvay, 1994: 231–2). Although the characteristics of this graft have been 

described, little is known about how and why exactly this unique type of national 

accounts framework took form (Árvay, 1971). 
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Relevance for China 

This review has provided multiple mechanisms that could explain why GDP 

measurement has been taken up in China. It remains unclear which mechanism 

drove this development, since we have reason to expect that, in some way, they 

could all apply to the Chinese case. The coercive mechanisms could apply to China, 

since the country’s economic development level was much lower in the 1980s and 

early 1990s, and therefore it might have been open to pressures from IOs to adopt 

GDP measurement. Additionally, research focusing on the early development of 

China’s statistical system and China’s integration into the international community 

in the 1970s until early 1990s, shows that Chinese policymakers, bureaucrats and 

experts extensively interacted with international organizations or other foreign 

stakeholders (Bottelier, 2007; Bréard, 2006; Ferdinand and Wang, 2013; Gewirtz, 

2017; Ghosh, 2020). However it points to learning, rather than coercion, as a way 

through which Chinese stakeholders were receptive to foreign ideas and policy 

proposals (Bottelier, 2007; Ferdinand and Wang, 2013; Gewirtz, 2017). Furthermore, 

it is not unlikely that the uptake of GDP measurement has been driven by other 

types of socialization mechanisms. After all, the structural changes that were 

taking place in the Chinese economy and the immediate policy problems that 

Chinese bureaucrats were trying to solve suggest it was the ideal breeding ground 

for rational emulation (Brødsgaard and Rutten, 2017; Naughton, 1995). Neither 

should we rule out localization or translation. Other research suggests that China 

is a tough diffusion case (Bell and Feng, 2019; Heilmann and Schulte-Kulkmann, 

2011), and therefore we would expect domestic agents as drivers behind the uptake 

of the SNA framework. However, in that case it remains remarkable that China 

adopted the SNA and not an adjusted version of it.

The latter points out that we should zoom in on other factors that shape diffusion 

outcomes. We should take into account what shapes the implementation of statistical 

standards, not only because it can clarify why stakeholders took up GDP measurement, 

but also how they adopted it in China. This gives more insight into the process of 

adopting GDP’s statistical standards and highlights a broader set of factors that shape 

GDP measurement. The next section will address this dimension of power over 

indicators, while Chapter 3 further explores which of the diffusion mechanisms, 

described above, have influenced the uptake of GDP measurement in China.
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2.3.4 Politics of implementing international statistical 
standards
One of the aims of this thesis is to find out how GDP was adopted in China. 

Considering that Chinese institutions were built to support the MPS and not the 

SNA, it is not obvious how Chinese stakeholders implemented GDP measurement, 

and it took nearly a decade from producing the first official Chinese GDP figures to 

adopting the SNA framework. The institutional mismatch and this lengthy process 

indicate that implementation of the standards attached to GDP measurement was 

not straightforward. To fully understand China’s uptake of GDP measurement we 

must take a close look at the process and examine what shapes the implementation 

of indicators and statistical standards. 

The diffusion literature and research on politics of statistics provide explanations 

for what shapes the implementation of statistical measurements. The diffusion 

literature makes a distinction between various diffusion outcomes, indicating that 

there can be differences in the domestic implementation of foreign ideas, norms 

and institutions. These outcomes are often presented on a scale signaling different 

steps in the diffusion process (Zimmermann, 2016). A distinction is made between 

rejection, rhetorical adoption, legal adoption, implementation and full adoption 

(Zimmermann, 2016), which signifies the degree to which foreign practices are 

taken up in host societies. The diffusion literature suggests different explanations 

for these outcomes, providing insight into the process of adopting international 

standards and an understanding as to how such standards are implemented. 

Focusing on diffusion outcomes is relevant for understanding the implementation 

of internationally standardized national accounts frameworks, because the degree 

of implementation of these frameworks differs across the globe. The UN and IMF 

have documented the progress of all countries’ compliance with the SNA. It makes 

a distinction between conceptual compliance, scope of accounts and quality. 

Conceptual compliance refers to whether important concepts in the SNA have 

been implemented (Herrera, 2010: 32). Although nearly every country adheres to 

the SNA, there are differences between countries regarding which version they 

use. For example, in 2019 only 48 percent of the countries adhered to the SNA 

2008 standards, while five countries, all of them developing countries, still adhered 

to the 1968 standards (UNSD, 2019). The UN measures the scope of compliance 

through the Minimum Requirement Data Set. Many countries are not able to 
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meet these requirements (UNSD, 2017, 2019). Furthermore, large differences 

exist between countries regarding the quality of data, including issues such as the 

timeliness and periodicity. It shows that even though all countries have adopted 

and subscribed to the SNA, there are differences in its implementation and the 

uptake of its standards. Where do these come from? There are several types of 

explanations for this and they can be divided into three broad categories, namely, 

interests, capacity and ideas. 

The first explanation argues that differences in implementation emerge from the 

political priorities and needs of a country, or the stakeholders in it. As explained 

earlier, international statistical standards might not always provide a good 

conceptual fit with a country’s economic structure or policy priorities (Jerven, 

2013a; Ward, 2004a). As a result, actors might not see much advantage in bringing 

their statistical system into line with new statistical guidelines because these 

guidelines, for example, focus on economic activities that are not relevant to their 

economies. Similarly, actors might adjust the scope of their statistical reporting 

to only those sectors that are of economic relevance. This could lead to a selective 

adoption of the SNA. 

Furthermore, political strategic timing might play a role in adjusting national 

accounts. The implementation of the SNA takes time and often stretches over 

a relatively long period. Updating this framework and implementing it on the 

ground could impact politically visible statistics such as GDP or GDP growth 

figures. Politicians might strategically make use of the methodological space and 

timing in their own interest (Aragão and Linsi, 2020). As a result, they might lack 

commitment to implementing international statistical standards, leading to the 

‘rhetorical adoption’ (Zimmermann, 2016) of the SNA framework, without actually 

materializing aspects of it. These interest-based explanations for differences in SNA 

implementation assume that stakeholders have agency over the process. 

Selective implementation of international statistical standards can also be the result 

of practical constraints. The selective adoption of international standards is often 

considered a form of ‘decoupling’. This is a type of diffusion outcome in-between 

rejection or full adoption, specifically referring to “the disparities between adopted 

policy and actual practice” (Zimmermann, 2016: 102). Here the adoption of global 

norms or policies is only superficial. When decoupling occurs, “…formal policy 

changes are often nominal and do not have the intended effects on the actual 
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practice” (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2005: 1382). Decoupling is often linked to 

low capacity, rather than a lack of commitment (Drori et al., 2003; Swiss, 2009). 

This argument implies that, “weaker states, those with less resources and ability 

to implement policy and manage society, are likely to experience more observable 

decoupling” (Swiss, 2009: 76). 

The lack of resources, both material and in terms of human capacity, has been 

identified as one of the main explanations for the lack of compliance by developing 

countries with (newer versions of the) SNA and the major data distortions that 

result from it (Jerven, 2013a). As identified before, most developing countries score 

low, on the conceptual and scope compliance with the SNA and data quality. These 

countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa also rank low in terms of statistical 

capacity (Herrera, 2010: 37; World Bank, 2020). Countries with limited resources 

face practical constraints when trying to set up a statistical system that is able 

to gather the data necessary for the SNA. They cannot invest in developing and 

updating data gathering methods, such as survey systems, or hire and train 

statisticians to execute statistical work. As a result, many developing countries do 

not have the capacity to conform to the SNA data requirements, beyond simple and 

very basic aggregate statistics (Jerven, 2013a, 2013b). They struggle to commit to the 

advanced data requirements set by the IOs, including implementing all elements of 

the SNA. Additionally, this lack of resources also forces them to rely on aged data 

or outdated institutional legacies, leaving them unable to update baselines which 

results in major data distortions and hinders the comparability of statistics (Jerven, 

2013b, 2013a). As a result, capacity issues can affect the ability or willingness of 

stakeholders to implement the SNA and take up GDP measurement.

Besides political interests and capacity, ideas or norms also affect the uptake of 

international standards. Especially statisticians’ ideas about national accounting 

frameworks can shape the degree of SNA implementation. Herrera (2010) shows 

that in the Russian case, the conditional norm, that the SNA was appropriate for 

market economies was deeply embedded in statisticians’ minds. Therefore, as Russia 

became a market economy, statisticians committed to the SNA. The internalization 

of this norm has contributed to the fact that the Council for Mutual Economic 

Assistance (CMEA-) countries and Russia score high in terms of conceptual and 

scope compliance with the SNA (Herrera, 2010: 31–7). Besides conditional norms 

attached to national accounting frameworks, also professional norms can shape 
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the degree of SNA implementation. National statisticians could feel connected to 

the experts that draft the SNA standards, since they are part of the same epistemic 

community and share the same professional norms (Haas, 1992). Similar to the 

Russian case, this could lead to the internalization of SNA practices and increase 

the ability and willingness to implement the framework. 

Relevance for China

This review provided several explanations for what shaped the process of 

implementing the SNA and the uptake of GDP measurement in China. Given the 

fact that China had to shift from one national accounts framework to the other it is 

very likely that resources played a constraining role in statistical reform, especially 

in the very early period of adopting the framework. At the time, China was still 

considered a developing country and might have lacked the capacity to take up 

statistical reform. However, political interests might also have played a role in the 

lengthy implementation process. Research on China’s adoption of foreign norms 

and practices has shown that Chinese politicians and policymakers have strategic 

reasons for stalling the process of adopting foreign norms and practices. They 

implement them selectively (Bell and Feng, 2019; Heilmann and Schulte-Kulkmann, 

2011), a strategy that could apply to the adoption of statistical standards as well.

Nevertheless, some questions remain open. Despite the lengthy process and grave 

institutional shift necessary for adopting SNA, China eventually took up the SNA. It 

is unclear why it took so long for China to adopt the SNA, whether it was a lack of 

resources or the result of interests, ideas or norms that have altered over the course 

of time. Did political interests and priorities shift during the implementation 

process, or have the ideas of statisticians given rise to the adoption of the SNA? 

These questions regarding the uptake of GDP measurement and adoption of the 

SNA framework in China will be further explored in Chapter 3.

2.4 Contesting indicators - power in, through and 
over new indicators

How and why indicators remain powerful and what contestation they face 

are important aspects of the politics of indicators that, as yet, have not been 

discussed. Questions addressing the resilience of GDP are particularly relevant 

to an understanding of the power of the indicator, considering that it continues 
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to be used by a wide variety of stakeholders despite the criticism it has received. 

This also applies to China, where GDP statistics have been severely scrutinized for 

various reasons. Critics particularly question the reliability of China’s official GDP 

statistics and point to data manipulation as a cause for measurement problems (e.g. 

Wallace, 2016). As yet, it is unclear whether and how criticism of the indicator has 

affected the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. Studying contestation over 

the indicator can clarify what power rests in GDP in China, as it elaborates on how 

the indicator has been challenged and for what reasons. Therefore, examining how 

GDP is contested in China is one of the central issues of this thesis. It specifically 

tries to find out how GDP criticisms are reflected in the development of new, 

alternative or complementary indicators. 

Studying the development of new indicators is one way through which we can 

grasp contestation over indicators. New indicators might arise as a response to 

the deficiencies of existing indicators and can pose challenges to them, both as 

alternative measurements and in their uses as governance tools. Therefore, they 

might expose a broad range of criticisms and types of contestation to GDP. It is 

worthwhile to study this development in China, since Chinese debates about GDP 

and the development of new indicators there, can expand our knowledge about 

the variety of GDP politics. On the one hand, China seems to have a very particular 

relationship with GDP which could shape contestation over the indicator in a 

unique way. Compared to Western countries, GDP is deeply embedded in China’s 

governance system and regular allegations of data manipulation seem to point 

to a very context-specific criticism of the indicator. On the other hand, we have 

reason to expect that criticism of GDP is similar to that in other countries. Just as 

elsewhere, China adheres to measuring GDP according to international standards 

and statisticians are closely involved in the production of indicators. Examining 

GDP criticism in China can therefore help us to better understand to which extent 

contestation over the indicator mirrors or differs, from what we see elsewhere. It 

might expose new types of challenges to the indicator which are absent elsewhere, 

or display similarities, for example, regarding stakeholders’ responses to GDP 

criticism.  

The (social) indicator literature, specifically literature that focuses on the 

development and use of Beyond-GDP indicators, provides an insight to what shapes 

the uptake and influence of new indicators. In addition to the reasons for using 
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indicators as governance tools (see section 2.2), this literature helps in identifying 

why stakeholders support the development of new indicators and the rationale 

behind contesting already existing indicators, such as GDP. The literature reflects 

on how stakeholders consider new indicators an improvement on the existing 

ones and describes under which conditions they would be willing and able, to 

successfully replace existing indicators. Studying who gains power through new 

indicators and who holds power over them, allows to reflect on the challenges to 

GDP’s power and gives potential explanations for its resilience.

The literature identifies a number of conditions that determine the extent to which 

new indicators gain influence and are taken up as governance tools. These factors 

can either facilitate or obstruct the use of indicators and thereby shape their ability 

to contest the power of existing indicators (Bleys and Whitby, 2015; Sébastien and 

Bauler, 2013). A distinction can be made between indicator, contextual and user 

factors (Bleys and Whitby, 2015: 166).

The indicator itself is an important factor that contributes to its uptake as 

governance tool and ability to challenge other indicators (Bleys and Whitby, 2015). 

Indicator factors mainly correspond to the scientific and technical quality of 

the indicator (Lehtonen, 2015: 87). Its measurement should be valid and reliable 

(Sébastien and Bauler, 2013). The indicator’s methodology should be robust and 

supported by a high-quality dataset which provides consistent data over time 

and place. When existing indicators lack these characteristics, it could be a 

point of criticism which feeds into the development of new indicators. The lack 

of an (internationally) standardized methodology or the existence of multiple 

methodologies and scientifically valid options for indicators’ components could 

pose barriers to the uptake of new indicators (Bleys and Whitby, 2015). The same 

applies when new indicators’ valuation methods are questioned, for example 

because they are considered subjective (Bleys and Whitby, 2015). When indicators 

provide relevant, timely and comprehensible information, the assumption is, they 

will be used (Sébastien and Bauler, 2013).

Contextual factors correspond to the external or meta-setting in which indicators 

percolate, particularly the policy context and agendas (Bleys and Whitby, 2015; 

Sébastien and Bauler, 2013). This includes the institutionalization of indicators, 

meaning the existence of “procedures and practices that allow for an indicator to 

become a reference in policy processes” (Sébastien and Bauler, 2013: 5). This means 
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that in organizations where policy issues are analyzed and addressed by the use 

of data and statistics, such as in evidence-based policymaking, it is likely that new 

indicators will be developed and taken up. Whereas, if policies are developed on 

the basis of ideological debates or interest-based lobby efforts, this is less likely to 

be the case (Sébastien et al., 2014). It is quite possible that new indicators then arise 

either to respond to new political and policy issues or as a response to deficiencies 

of existing indicators as policymaking tools.

New indicators are likely to have more influence or are taken up when they are 

clearly associated with a policy set or agenda (Chancel et al., 2014; Hezri and Dovers, 

2006: 90; Sébastien and Bauler, 2013). When indicators match prevalent policy 

ideas it is likely that indicators become influential and are used, especially when 

the policy area is a political priority (Sébastien et al., 2014). New indicators can 

thus contest existing indicators and replace them in decision-making procedures or 

policy debates when they better correspond to (politically important) policy ideas 

and priorities. However, curing the deficiencies of existing indicators or matching 

new indicators with emerging policy topics is not enough for new indicators to 

successfully contest them. Also securing public support for indicators and their 

uptake on lower levels of government, increases the influence of (alternative) 

indicators (Bleys and Whitby, 2015). 

The latter points out that ‘user factors’ also shape the uptake and influence of 

new indicators and future users will expect indicators to be salient, credible 

and legitimate (Lehtonen, 2015: 87). They are more likely to be used when the 

conceptual model underpinning the indicator supports the (political) beliefs 

and worldview of users (Sébastien and Bauler, 2013: 5). Additionally, they need 

to fulfill users’ demands. For example in the case of well-being indicators, users 

demand comparable information on various levels of government, or desire simple 

indicators which can be interpreted and communicated easily (Bleys and Whitby, 

2015: 168). Indicators are also more likely to challenge existing indicators or gain 

application when they fit the users’ previous experiences and administrative or 

institutional culture, for example, if they can be integrated into the (macroeconomic) 

models with which users work (Bleys and Whitby, 2015), or when they can be 

linked to existing regular monitoring and evaluation exercises (Lehtonen, 2015: 87). 

Furthermore, the credibility of indicators is of importance to users. Credibility often 

depends on their scientific foundation, technical robustness and support by experts 
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or codification in international standards (Bleys and Whitby, 2015; Lehtonen, 2015). 

Here also, measurement methods could matter, since for some users there are ‘taboo’ 

methodologies or valuation techniques that obstruct the acceptance and diffusion of 

an indicator (Bleys and Whitby, 2015: 168). These user factors demonstrate that it is 

important to study users’ discontent with existing indicators as their criticism could 

reverberate in the development and uptake of new indicators. 

The importance of indicator, contextual and user factors in the development 

and uptake of new indicators, indicates that struggles over the indicators’ uses 

and measurement, shape contestation over them. This implies that both a power 

through and over indicators’ perspective are necessary to describe contestation 

over GDP, and to explain its resilience. 

GDP’s resilience and alternative indicators

The literature on GDP and Beyond-GDP indicators suggests that contestation 

over GDP through the development of alternative indicators has not posed a real 

challenge to the indicator, even though many different stakeholders have developed 

‘Beyond-GDP’ indicators (Hoekstra, 2019). It seems that criticism of the indicator 

does not always translate into the measurement of new indicators, and that these 

new indicators are rarely put into practice, as direct input into policymaking 

(Chancel et al., 2014; Malay, 2017). Some of the most prominent new indicators that 

have been developed by powerful stakeholders, such as international organizations, 

governments and leading scholars, show high correlation with GDP, or include 

the indicator in their measurement (Malay, 2017). Therefore, new measurements 

are mainly complementary to GDP, rather than an alternative to it (Chancel et 

al., 2014). As a result, their transformative potential is limited. Furthermore, 

alternative indicators to GDP are mainly used in public debates and by politicians 

to form or communicate their ideas, rather than as a policymaking tool (Chancel et 

al., 2014; Hayden and Wilson, 2016; Seaford, 2013).

The literature points to different types of factors to explain GDP’s resilience as a 

powerful and influential indicator. These can help us understand to which extent 

criticism of the indicator gets reflected in the development of new indicators. 

One reason for the indicator’s resilience is that GDP is better suited to reflect the 

imperatives of the capitalist market society, than possible alternatives (Felice, 

2016). It stresses that maximizing monetary wealth is one of capitalism’s main 
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goals. This prevailing belief system forms a barrier for measuring and using 

alternative indicators and gives a preference to the use of GDP (ibid.). Powerful 

stakeholders which belong to the transnational capitalist class and profit from a 

capitalist system are less likely to pose criticism of the GDP indicator. They gain 

power through the indicator and therefore have an interest in obstructing the 

development and uptake of new indicators that reflect this type of criticism. 

Other research attributes the resilience of GDP to its attractiveness as a simplified 

and easily transmittable measure for understanding the economy and claims that it 

suits the condition of bounded rationality under which humans make decisions (van 

den Bergh, 2009). It argues that the socialization of the measure through education, 

media and policy analyses facilitates users’ demands for simple interpretable and 

communicable information (ibid.). Also producers of (macroeconomic) statistics try 

to adhere to users’ demands for comparison, continuity, certitude and coherence 

in the measurement choices they make (Mügge and Linsi, 2020). As a result, GDP 

seems to correspond to users’ demands which makes it is less likely that new 

indicators arise and contest GDP on the basis of this trait. In fact, alternatives to 

GDP seem not to live up to the users’ demands. Criticism of their technical quality 

and methodological robustness is a factor that obstructs their take up (Lehtonen, 

2015). They often use non-monetary or subjective valuation techniques and are 

built on relatively new and inconsistent data sets. Therefore, they are not always 

considered legitimate or credible by both users and producers of indicators (Bleys 

and Whitby, 2015). Thus, it seems that the ability of new indicators to gain power 

and pose a challenge to GDP is limited by struggles over their measurements.

Furthermore, historical lock-in can also be identified as an important explanation for 

the resilience of the GDP indicator (van den Bergh, 2009; Malay, 2017). This is a form 

of path dependency where GDP is used in national accounting systems and integrated 

into macroeconomic models on which economists and policymakers continue to 

build. Because of this lock-in, the GDP indicator remains relevant and continues to 

be used throughout society. It could explain why the transformative potential of new 

indicators is limited and why they sometimes actually incorporate GDP measurement. 

As a result, we might not see criticisms of GDP reflected in new indicators. 
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Relevance for China

This review showed that judgement about the quality of indicators, their relevance 

to the policy context and their match with users’ demands, are important factors 

that shape support and contestation for developing new indicators and also 

determine their uptake and influence vis-à-vis existing indicators, such as GDP. 

Additionally, it showed that criticism of GDP is not necessarily reflected in the 

development of alternative indicators. Thus, it provided explanations for the 

resilience of GDP. However, these findings are mostly based on studies of Beyond-

GDP indicators in Western countries, international organizations or in academic 

circles, and therefore it is unclear whether the factors discussed above, play out in 

a similar way in China. 

On the one hand, it is likely that the quality of indicators’ measurements is an object 

of debate, also influencing the development of new indicators in China. After all, 

China measures GDP according to similar international standards as elsewhere, 

and Chinese statisticians must rely on alternative valuation techniques to construct 

new types of indicators. From this perspective, Chinese statisticians might judge 

the quality of a GDP indicator and alternative measurements in the same way 

statisticians do elsewhere. On the other hand, Chinese users’ demands and the policy 

environment in which indicators are used and produced, differ considerably from 

the cases that have been studied already. An example is the politically prominent 

GDP target or use of indicators in the bureaucratic apparatus. This makes it more 

likely that new indicators or GDP correspond differently to Chinese policymakers’ 

wishes than occurs elsewhere, or that different stakeholders have power to initiate 

and develop new indicators. This could not only shape how GDP is debated and on 

what grounds it is criticized, but also alter the willingness and ability of stakeholders 

to take up new indicators. Chapter 5 further examines to which extent patterns of 

support and contestation for new indicators apply to China, and particularly traces 

in what way debates about GDP have contributed to this.

2.5 Conclusion

By looking at indicators through the lens of power, this chapter contributes to 

studying the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. It has provided potential 

explanations for the uptake, consolidation, contestation and governance of GDP in 
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China or by Chinese stakeholders. It guides the empirical research in the chapters 

to come, and thereby helps to answer research questions central to this thesis. First, 

describing what power rests in indicators has pointed to how they shape people’s 

thoughts and actions. This clarifies why GDP matters in China or to Chinese 

stakeholders in the first place. What social phenomenon it depicts and simplifies 

or how it enables comparisons and evaluations affects what stake Chinese actors 

hold in the indicator or how others view China’s economy. The power in the 

indicator is thus an essential element for understanding China’s relationship with 

GDP. Therefore, throughout the empirical analysis this thesis will reflect on the 

implications of the GDP indicator on China’s political economy.

This is particularly important as this chapter identified that the consequences of 

describing, simplifying, comparing and evaluating political economies through 

indicators such as GDP (power in indicators) affects the political struggles 

over GDP’s uses (power through indicators) and its measurement (power over 

indicators). The power through indicators’ perspective identified various ways 

through which stakeholders mobilize indicators as governance tools. Besides the 

information function that GDP acquired in the West, this review showed that a 

symbolic or control function could also explain how the indicator consolidated in 

China’s governance system. It showed that different functions appeal to specific 

stakeholders and its application affects the power of these actors. Chapter 4 builds 

on these insights and will trace what function GDP acquired in China by describing 

which stakeholders had an interest in mobilizing GDP, for what reasons and with 

what consequences.

The power over indicators’ perspective provided insight into the social construction 

of indicators’ measurements. It revealed how interests, ideas and institutions shape 

how and why measurement choices are made at various stages of the measurement 

process. This helps to examine the extent to which Chinese stakeholders are able to 

shape GDP’s international statistical standards and provides potential explanations 

for why and how China took up GDP measurement. The literature on international 

standard-setting suggests that not necessarily great powers but also experts 

can hold power over how we measure our economies. Furthermore, the review 

showed that the implications of expert-rule might arouse political tensions over 

the GDP indicator. To find out which power source matters and how this shapes 

Chinese interests in statistical standard-setting, Chapter 6 will focus on the role of 
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experts by examining the engagement of Chinese statisticians in Global Indicator 

Governance (GIG). Furthermore, the diffusion-literature suggested multiple 

plausible mechanisms for the uptake of GDP measurement in China. It provided 

insight into who drives this process, external or domestic actors, for what reasons, 

because of coercion, to solve policy problems or to fit in with political ideas, and 

what shapes the process, strategic incentives, a lack of resources or professional 

norms. Chapter 3 will reflect on these factors when it examines how and why GDP 

measurement was taken up in China.

Finally, by presenting patterns of support and contestation over new indicators, 

this literature review provides insight into why GDP remains in power and what 

contestation it might be facing in China. It shows that judgements about their 

technical quality, their fit into the policy environment and whether they respond 

to user demands determines the development and uptake of new indicators. 

These factors can be a source of discontent with existing indicators and shape 

debates about them. Whether and how these types of criticisms have affected the 

development of new indicators in China will be examined further in Chapter 5. The 

next chapters will present the empirical findings and make use of the insights from 

this literature review, starting with explaining the uptake of GDP measurement in 

China. 
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3.1 Introduction

Gross domestic product (GDP) has taken root worldwide as a powerful tool for 

economic policy and analysis. Nearly all countries, with very few exceptions, 

produce GDP figures based on a common set of international standards.2 Despite 

the neutral appearance of GDP, it is rooted in neoclassical economics and is poorly 

suited to capturing non-market economic activity (Herrera, 2010; Mügge, 2020; 

Smith, 2012). Nonetheless, GDP has become thoroughly institutionalized even in 

countries that differ from the highly industrialized market economies in which it 

originated.

An explanation of the global spread of GDP is incomplete without understanding 

how it was taken up in China. China was the last major holdout, having used an 

alternative indicator of national income until the 1990s. In the time since this 

late adoption, GDP has taken on enormous political and social significance for 

governance by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Wallace, 2016), notably in the 

form of the GDP target, as well as for the rest of the world’s perception of, ‘the 

rise of China’ (Ambrosio, 2012; Hopewell, 2015; Nölke, 2015). Yet the adoption of 

GDP by China was not a foregone conclusion. China adopted GDP even though 

the country’s economic structures were still decidedly different from capitalist 

economies, the statistical bureaucracy was ill-equipped to produce coherent GDP 

figures, and Chinese economic power was likely big enough to resist outside 

pressures for statistical reform. How and why did China adopt GDP despite these 

unfavorable conditions? This chapter aims to identify the drivers of diffusion in 

order to explain why the process took the trajectory that it did.

It finds that GDP adoption in China was an experimental – and ultimately 

unsuccessful – process of translation (Ban, 2016) driven by domestic actors. 

GDP measurement is governed by the System of National Accounts (SNA), an 

international standard designed to capture aggregate economic activity in 

capitalist economies. When China first attempted to calculate GDP, the country 

already had a national accounting system in place, appropriate for centrally 

planned economies; the Soviet-inspired Material Product System (MPS). On the one 

2 North Korea is the only country that has not formally adopted the System of National 
Accounts (SNA), which prescribes the international standards for GDP measurement. Cuba 
follows the SNA 1968, an earlier version that is partially compatible with the most recent 
standard (Lequiller and Blades, 2014: 443).
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hand, it became apparent in the early 1980s that GDP and other concepts from the 

SNA were becoming relevant in the context of economic reforms. On the other 

hand, domestic political debates and compromises over opposing blueprints for 

economic reform, set the parameters for statistical reform.

This resulted first in a hybrid system of national accounting, an experiment 

based on grafting selected ideas from the SNA onto the MPS framework, and 

later contributed to abandoning the graft and adopting the SNA framework. The 

translation of GDP into this transforming domestic setting took nearly a decade. 

The Communist Party rhetorically justified these statistical reforms as consistent 

with national ideology, while the complexity of national accounting systems and 

their foundations in economic theory, complicated the smooth adoption of GDP 

measurement.

China’s late adoption of GDP, coupled with the country’s size and political-

economic influence, make it a crucial case to study. The findings add empirical 

and theoretical clarity about the global diffusion of GDP and its emergence as “the 

world’s most powerful number” (Fioramonti, 2013: 1). This chapter reflects on 

how statistical standards spread globally, and specifically, how they translate into 

statistical practices on the ground. While other authors (Aragão and Linsi, 2020) 

have shown that there is a great deal of leeway in statistical standards, this case 

demonstrates that standards can nonetheless impose rigid constraints when they 

clash with domestic statistical institutions.

This analysis also critically engages with IPE literature on the diffusion and translation 

and localization of policies and norms (e.g. Ban, 2016; Bell and Feng, 2019; Eimer et 

al., 2016; Lai et al., 2017). This is an atypical case that can be considered as a failed 

instance of translation. It points to the unique features of an object of diffusion as a 

currently underexplored but important factor that shapes the diffusion process and 

its (temporary) outcomes, to such an extent that it can undermine domestic attempts 

to localize global policy ideas. The chapter also contributes to the substantial 

scholarship on China’s reform and opening up process, by shedding light on an 

aspect of reform that has received little attention by political scientists.

The chapter proceeds with an overview of the functions of national accounting 

systems and the ideas and norms embedded in international standards. This is 

followed by a discussion of diffusion theories which were introduced in Chapter 



Chapter 3

92

2, and a more specified theoretical approach that helps explain the uptake of 

GDP in China. The main body of the chapter is the empirical section and analysis 

which traces the adoption of GDP measurement in China over time. A final section 

concludes this chapter.

3.2 National accounting systems: international 
standards and economic ideas

National accounting systems provide an overview of the structure and evolution of a 

national economy (Eurostat, 2014: 21–2). They “give specific meaning to the economy 

and provide factual data for users” (Eurostat, 2014: 21). Historically, there have been 

two internationally accepted national accounting frameworks: The System of National 

Accounts (SNA) and the Material Product System (MPS). GDP is an indicator of aggregate 

economic production derived from the SNA (Lequiller and Blades, 2014: 15).

The SNA was developed in the late 1940s by economic statisticians in the newly 

formed United Nations Statistical Office and quickly spread around the globe in 

the postwar period (Kendrick, 1970: 285; Ward, 2004a). The global implementation 

of the SNA has been an ongoing project for roughly seventy years, spearheaded 

by international organizations such as the United Nations Statistics Division 

(UNSD), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Although 

weak statistical capacity in many countries continues to stand in the way of full 

harmonization (Jerven, 2013a), the SNA is now the only internationally accepted 

national accounting framework.

Until the 1990s, the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc countries, Cuba, and China (as 

well as a few other Asian countries for shorter periods of time) employed the Material 

Product System. Originating in the USSR in the 1920s, the MPS spread through the 

Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA)-countries3 and other communist 

countries in the 1960s. It was formalized in 1969 and published as an international 

standard in 1971 (Herrera, 2010: 23). The analogous indicator to GDP from the MPS 

is Net Material Product (NMP). From 1949 until the mid-1980s, the Chinese statistical 

system provided statistics solely on the basis of the MPS framework.

3 Member countries were Bulgaria, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Mongolia, 
Poland, Romania, Soviet Union and Vietnam.
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China’s adoption of the SNA (and thus GDP) was an atypical case of diffusion, as we 

argue below. Diffusion is “a process through which ideas, normative standards, or […] 

policies and institutions spread across time and space” (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 5). The 

literature on diffusion investigates the spread of norms (e.g. Acharya, 2004; Finnemore 

and Sikkink, 1998; Price, 1998), ideas (e.g. Ban, 2016; Sell and Prakash, 2004), policies 

(e.g. Bell and Feng, 2019; Röper, 2020) and institutions (e.g. Thomassen, 2017).

The SNA is neither a norm, idea or policy. It is a national accounting framework 

made up of “a set of concepts, definitions, classifications and accounting rules 

that comprise the internationally agreed standard for measuring such items as 

gross domestic product…” (ISWGNA, 2008: 1). As a “collection of practices and 

rules” (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 891), the SNA and MPS can be considered 

institutions, albeit complex ones. And, as institutions, they are embedded with 

norms and ideas.

National accounts tackle four fundamental questions, as Herrera (2010: 4) 

summarizes: 1) What counts as productive economic activity? 2) How should activity 

be categorized and aggregated? 3) How should activity be defined and measured? 

4) How should or how might the necessary data be collected and disseminated?4

The internationally ‘agreed-upon’ (although contested) answers to these questions are 

formalized in the SNA. In this sense, the SNA is embedded with norms, defined as “standard[s] 

of appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity” (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 891). 

In addition, the notion that “the SNA was appropriate for capitalist economies and the MPS 

for centrally planned economies” (Herrera, 2010: 3), is itself a norm.

There are also economic ideas embedded in the SNA and the MPS, both of which 

are grounded in economic theory. These concrete economic ideas cause friction 

between the SNA and the MPS. National accounts indicators such as GDP are 

“transformations of primary data with the aid of statistical techniques and 

conceptual conventions” (Bos, 1995: 4). The concepts defined in the SNA – such 

as financial assets, the production boundary or capital formation, to name just a 

few – are particularly influenced by economic theory. For example, “The definition 

of changes in prices and volumes include references to various index number 

formulae, e.g. Paasche, Laspeyres, Fischer and Tornquist” (Bos, 1995: 7).

4 Lequiller and Blades (2014) provide a comprehensive description of how the System of 
National Accounts (SNA) addresses these questions.
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There are three ways, in particular, where ideas embedded in the SNA clash with 

those of the MPS. First, the MPS framework only considers material production as 

economic activity and therefore excludes a large part of the economy, particularly 

the service sector (Árvay, 1994: 225). Second, the MPS uses administered prices 

instead of market prices to estimate the value of economic activity (Árvay, 1994: 225; 

Jefferies, 2015: 14–7; World Bank, 1992a: 6–7, 104). Valuation in the SNA is based on 

the concept of current exchange value (Bos, 1995: 18). In the words of Bos (1995: 4), 

“Valuation is at the heart of both economic theory and national accounting.” Third, 

MPS data collection methods report physical output numbers instead of financial 

and income flows, prioritizing information about the production side of the 

economy (Herrera, 2010: 27; Holz, 2004: 385). These differences between the SNA 

and MPS reflect variation in economic theory and ideology. There are also practical 

differences between the two systems. For one, the SNA makes use of a wide range 

of data sources, including sampling data, while the MPS primarily gathers data 

through total enumeration.

As a result, indicators derived from the SNA and MPS are not directly comparable, 

and attempting to measure GDP – an SNA indicator – within the MPS framework is 

technically challenging. Hence, properly measuring GDP within an MPS framework 

entails far more than just converting existing indicators or collecting new data. It 

requires an overhaul of the national statistical system, which in China was closely 

linked to the larger central planning apparatus (Herrera, 2010: 20; Xu, 2009a: 447).

3.3 Theorizing the diffusion of the system of 
national accounts and GDP measurement

Despite the unique challenges of replacing one national accounting system 

with another, as described above, previous literature on diffusion offers several 

suggestions as to how this happened and what drove the process. The literature 

proposes a few plausible mechanisms of diffusion, namely coercion, socialization, 

localization and translation.

Coercive diffusion occurs when host societies are confronted with external 

pressure to conform to an idea or practice (Lai et al., 2017: 961). Coercion is a direct 

diffusion mechanism, meaning, “An agent of diffusion actively promotes certain 

policies or institutional models in her interactions with a receiving actor or group 
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of actors” (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 5). Literature on the political history of GDP 

(e.g. Fioramonti, 2013: 40–3; Philipsen, 2015: 131–5) and economic growth as a 

policy goal (Schmelzer, 2016) tends to portray the diffusion of GDP measurement 

as a coercive process. Fioramonti (2013: 42–3), for example, suggests that GDP, 

‘colonized the very lexicon of global governance’ and that ‘the GDP mantra was 

imposed on poorer nations’ by IOs and powerful states.

Socialization involves learning from, mimicking or emulating other actors or practices. 

Socialized diffusion takes place “when actors attempt to solve problems or policy 

challenges in an environment that is rooted in uncertainty and bounded rationality” 

(Lai et al., 2017: 961–2). Domestic actors use emulation to “solve a problem or to 

overcome a crisis and look around for ‘best practices’ and institutional solutions…” 

(Börzel and Risse, 2012: 5). Emulation can be based on an instrumental rationality, or it 

can follow a (normative) logic of appropriateness (Börzel and Risse, 2012: 9; Marsh and 

Sharman, 2009: 271–2). Chwieroth (2014) suggests that states might emulate policies 

because they are ‘fashionable’ among other states with similar characteristics.

Localization and translation emphasize the ways that domestic actors contest 

foreign norms, ideas, or policies and modify them in accordance with local contexts 

(Acharya, 2004; Dafe, 2020; Eimer et al., 2016; Van Kersbergen and Verbeek, 2007). 

Acharya (2004) describes localization as “…the active construction […] of foreign 

ideas by local actors, which results in the former developing significant congruence 

with local beliefs and practices” (Acharya, 2004: 245). Domestic actors are agents 

rather than passive recipients (Lai et al., 2017: 963).

Grafting is a particular strategy sometimes employed in localization wherein a new 

norm is framed in a way that resonates with an already existing and accepted local 

norm (Acharya, 2004: 244; Price, 1998). The process of grafting “creates composite 

products in which alternative ideas (or norms or policies or practices) comingle” 

(Lai et al., 2017: 963). Grafting is often portrayed as a way to successfully introduce 

norms that might otherwise be rejected. But, as Lai et al. (2017: 963) argue, the 

product of a graft might be unstable and contain ‘[in]compatible component parts’ 

that cause it to fall apart after some time.

In translation, ‘rather than “copy and paste” ideas developed in foreign “labs,” 

receivers tend to actively filter and even reshape these ideas before “adoption”’ (Ban, 

2016: 18). One of the main limits to faithfully replicating foreign ideas, according to 
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Ban (2016: 19), is the degree of local translators’ knowledge of those ideas. Actors 

who have access to transnational networks will be better acquainted with foreign 

ideas than those who do not, and the latter will rely more on competing local ideas 

(Ban, 2016: 22). In the case of German pension policies, Röper (2020) argues that 

foreign ideas had little effect on domestic preferences but were used symbolically 

to advance an agenda already preferred by local agents.

In the mechanisms discussed above, localization and translation emphasize domestic 

factors in explaining diffusion outcomes. Socialization involves both external and 

domestic drivers, while coercion is a top-down process. Studies of China’s economic 

transition tend to emphasize domestic rather than external mechanisms, “with a 

range of studies fi nding China to be a diffi cult arena for external policy diffusion 

infl uences” (Bell and Feng, 2019: 1). However, processes of domestic-driven diffusion 

can lead to a wide range of outcomes. As Zimmermann (2016) summarizes, the 

outcomes of diffusion are often presented in existing research either as dichotomous 

(between rejection or full adoption) or in a continuum between these extremes 

(Zimmermann, 2016: 102–3). The steps on this scale are as follows: rhetorical 

adoption, legal adoption, implementation in policy or practice, and individual 

internalization of the norm or idea (Zimmermann, 2016). These steps are depicted 

in Figure 1, excluding individual internalization for parsimony.

Figure 1. Typical model of diffusion (fi gure based on Zimmermann, 2016).

This ‘typical model’ assumes that foreign ideas or norms are fi rst embraced 

superfi cially in the discourse of local actors, then formally adopted, but not 

necessarily put into practice and fi nally implemented in practice. Intuitively, the 

degree of adoption increases at each step.

Our approach: tracing diffusion of national accounting practices in China

This chapter takes the sequence of diffusion less as an indication of the degree 

of adoption, but more as a means of tracing why and how actors have attempted 
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to influence the outcome. We combine a political economy perspective with a 

diffusion lens to understand how actors attempt to translate foreign practices, 

and where they face obstacles and change direction. This approach allows for the 

possibility that diffusion outcomes are only temporary and gives insight into the 

constant process of (re)negotiating foreign norms and ideas.

We identify a sequence of diffusion that ends in full implementation, despite 

attempts by domestic actors to initially resist this outcome through translation and 

hybridization. This sequence differs from the model described above, in important 

ways (see Figure 2). First, the Chinese government attempted to measure GDP but 

did not adopt the SNA (partial indicator implementation). Second, hybridization 

was attempted by blending two national accounting standards. Finally, only when 

the SNA was adopted, GDP was fully (albeit still imperfectly) implemented. This 

process also differs from many previous cases of diffusion (Figure 1) in that it 

does not begin with rhetorical adoption. Rather, discursive embrace of the SNA 

by the CCP was ongoing throughout the entire process and adapted to changing 

circumstances. This discursive component, which we call ‘rhetorical adaptation’, 

allowed the Chinese government to justify (to a domestic audience) the dilution 

and eventual abandonment of its hybrid system.

Figure 2. Stepwise model of GDP diffusion to China (figure created by author).

Each of these steps is driven by different mechanisms (see Table 1). Partial indicator 

implementation was enabled by socialization, in which Chinese statisticians and 

policy members reached out to international experts for advice on statistical reform. 

Hybridization was an experimental process of translating selected ideas from the SNA 

into the domestic political-economic context, and thus grafting foreign ideas onto the 

foundation of the MPS. Finally, adoption of the SNA and full implementation of GDP 

was driven by the CCP’s recognition of growing mismatches, particularly between the 

MPS and the increasingly prevailing commitment to market-oriented economic ideas 
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and macroeconomic management within the CCP. At each of these steps, rhetorical 

adaptation took place as the CCP justifi ed statistical reforms to domestic audiences. 

Statistical reforms were framed as necessary to support economic reforms, in line 

with changes in the ‘operational ideology’ (defi ned in the following paragraphs).

Phase of diffusion process Mechanism

Partial indicator implementation (1985) Socialization

Hybridization of standards (SNA & MPS)
(1986-1992)

Translation & grafting

Standards (SNA) adoption & full 
indicator implementation (1993)

Translation & pathologies of grafting 
(mismatches)

Table 1. Phases and mechanisms of GDP diffusion to China (table created by author).   

In China during the period of reform and opening up, local ideas were changing 

rapidly. To trace (changes in) local ideas prevailing in China in the early reform 

period and analyze the extent to which they are in competition with the economic 

ideas of the SNA, we focus on state-sanctioned operational ideology. Ideology in 

this case does not refer to an individual belief system. The operational ideology 

of the CCP was a well-defi ned set of ideas used as top-down legitimation for the 

political direction taken by the Central Leadership. Here we follow Gewirtz’s (2020: 

2, footnote 2) defi nition: The CCP’s ideology was explicit and offi cial; ideology was 

“the ideas, theory or doctrine endorsed by the leadership, which are an expression 

of [its] interests that shape its perception of the world”.

This defi nition allows us to make a distinction between a fundamental (which 

refers to the core values) and operational (which refers to the practical application) 

dimension of ideology. This distinction is often made in studies of communist or 

socialist countries (Chen, 1995). The operational ideology is thus also a political 

tool that enables political actors to maneuver policy processes and create room 

for policy choices that would otherwise be in tension with ‘fundamental’ ideology 

(Chen, 1995: 12). The operational ideology is therefore a refl ection of the power 

constellations and political debates about the appropriate political direction. For 

the period studied in this case, the operational ideology mainly refl ected power 

constellations between conservative and reformist camps over their ideas about 

the direction of economic reform. These camps consisted of high-level politicians, 

policymakers and economists (Gewirtz, 2017: 371–5; Naughton, 1995: 177). We 

trace these dynamics in the following section.
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3.4 The winding road to GDP implementation in China

3.4.1 Partial implementation through international 
socialization (1978–1985)
GDP was introduced in China through a process of socialization initialized and 

steered by Chinese policymakers themselves. Starting from China’s opening up 

in 1978, policymakers and statisticians learned about GDP measurement through 

interactions with foreign economists, academics and international organizations. 

The State Statistical Bureau (SSB)5 actively reached out to the UN Statistical Office 

to learn about alternative statistical practices and methodologies, other than the 

MPS on which China’s statistical system was based (Ferdinand and Wang, 2013: 900; 

World Bank, 1983: Annex A: 4.14). The World Bank, which China joined in 1980, 

also exchanged knowledge about statistics and GDP measurement with Chinese 

policymakers and statisticians. The World Bank’s 1981 report paid specific attention 

to the appropriate measurement of GDP statistics. It described in detail how GDP 

figures could be derived from Net Material Product (NMP) (World Bank, 1983: 

220–63). World Bank staff also provided information about the use of statistics in 

economic policymaking and stressed that China lacked quantitative foundations 

for successful economic planning. They advised Chinese policymakers to reform 

the statistical system and pay more attention to income statistics and less to direct 

physical gross output numbers (World Bank, 1983: 166, 168–9). Additionally, World 

Bank reports made projections of China’s GDP growth and used (estimated) GDP 

statistics to present China’s economic position relative to developing countries, such 

as Indonesia and India (Naughton, 1990: 750–1; World Bank, 1983: 73, 1985: 21). The 

figures stressed the underdevelopment of China’s service sector compared to other 

low- and middle income countries (World Bank, 1983: 73). Through these exchanges, 

both policymakers and statisticians became familiar with the internationally 

accepted methodology of GDP and its value for economic policymaking.

Changes in domestic political debates about economic policymaking enabled the 

socialized diffusion of GDP. From the late 1970s, reformists within the CCP called 

for a pragmatic approach to economic policymaking, and Chinese officials and 

economists became increasingly willing to engage with alternative models to find 

‘best practices’ facilitating China’s economic development (Gewirtz, 2017: 31, 34). 

5 In 1998, the State Statistical Bureau changed its English name to National Bureau of 
Statistics (NBS) (Holz, 2004: 382)
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In line with this move away from dogmatic policymaking, reform-minded Chinese 

politicians initiated the learning process through which diffusion of (foreign) 

economic ideas and tools took place, including knowledge about statistics such 

as GDP. Economists, policymakers and other experts were sent abroad to conduct 

fieldwork trips and study the development models of foreign economies, including 

the US (Gewirtz, 2017: 52–6, 62). They increased their interaction with the World 

Bank and invited experts and foreign officials to conduct missions and exchange 

knowledge about economic reforms and development (Bottelier, 2007: 242–3).

Policymakers took the analyses resulting from these interactions seriously. They 

widely circulated World Bank reports throughout the bureaucratic apparatus and, 

based on the findings, started working with the World Bank to implement new 

planning techniques (Bottelier, 2007; Naughton, 1990: 750). The World Bank’s GDP 

calculations provided insight into the service sector, which had grown as a result 

of economic reforms, in 1978 and 1984 (Brødsgaard and Rutten, 2017: 87; World 

Bank, 1992a: 43). Diffusion of economic ideas and practices through learning 

thereby contributed to the reformists’ goal of accomplishing economic growth 

and development with new economic policies, while opening up to the outside 

world. Reformists on the highest political level explicitly used GDP to increase their 

interaction with international organizations and facilitate debates about economic 

reform. Most notably, Deng Xiaoping formulated China’s development goals in terms 

of GDP. He proposed a GNP6 target of US$1.000 per capita in 2000 as China’s primary 

development goal (Deng, 1979a), and communicated this goal internationally.

Despite outside interference in policy debates by international stakeholders, 

Chinese policymakers kept ownership over the interactions and were able to steer 

processes of diffusion, only selectively taking up the ideas and policies suiting them 

best. The World Bank applied a cautious and pragmatic approach to intervening in 

China’s internal policy debates, and accommodated local preferences and ideas 

about reform (Lim, 1993: 9–12; Interview 05). It presented a variety of (practical 

and ideological) options which were within the Chinese political parameters (Lim, 

6 In the 1980s and early 1990s China’s GDP and Gross National Product (GNP) were virtually 
identical (World Bank, 1994: v). Although in the time period researched in this paper, the 
World Bank and Chinese politicians generally referred to GNP in the Chinese case, Chinese 
sector and input-output statistics were all in GDP terms. Therefore, this chapter consistently 
refers to GDP instead of GNP, since the statistical difference was very small, and currently 
GDP is mostly used over GNP. The main difference between the measures is that GDP 
measures the total production within a country regardless of ownership, whereas GNP only 
counts the production and income produced by the country’s citizens, regardless their place 
of residence.
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1993: 12). The World Bank even invited Eastern European experts, from non-World 

Bank member countries, to share views on economic reforms with their Chinese 

counterparts (Lim, 1993: 9–11). This non-coercive approach provided Chinese 

policymakers with room to set the pace of economic reform and adopt only those 

elements in which they were interested (Lim, 1993: 10).

As a result, Chinese policymakers were able to selectively respond to international 

demands for statistical harmonization. First, they negotiated specific official 

statistical estimates. In 1980, Chinese policymakers disputed the World Bank 

estimates of Chinese GNP per capita. China argued it was US$150, while the World 

Bank estimated a figure of US$250. They settled on a GNP per capita of US$180, 

which became the basis for further calculations (Interview 05). Additionally, until 

2002, China refused to take part in the World Bank’s International Comparison 

Program (ICP), an international price survey used to obtain purchasing power 

parity income (ppp) (Wade, 2012: 18; World Bank Group, 2020a). Even then, only 

eleven cities were entered into the survey, leading to an overestimation of price 

levels (Wade, 2012: 18).

In the case of GDP adoption, the outcome of this non-coercive, socialized diffusion 

process was the rhetorical adaptation to GDP, and a partial implementation of the 

measure in China. In 1985, the State Council acknowledged that, conceptually, GDP 

could fully reflect “the scale and level of national economic and social development” 

(State Council, 1985). Such a comment in the pre-reform period would have caused 

ideological debates because it seriously conflicted with the prevailing Marxist 

conception of the economic production boundary (Jiang, 2002: 28; Qiu and Song, 

2010: 30). Nevertheless, by mentioning that GDP and service sector statistics could 

also reflect social development, the State Council rhetorically adapted the concepts 

to the Chinese context, making it appropriate for the statistical bureau to produce it.

In 1985, Chinese statisticians produced China’s first official GDP measurement 

based on the instructions from the World Bank report. They derived GDP from 

NMP and made crude estimates of concepts which were missing in this communist 

measure of national income, but crucial to measure GDP. To produce a GDP figure, 

the SSB accounted for the service sector, adding 13% of aggregate NMP to the 

official NMP figure (World Bank, 1992a: 17). Even though the output suggested an 

internationally comparable GDP statistic, this first official estimate was still far 

removed from SNA methodology, let alone constituting the rhetorical adoption, 
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legal adoption or implementation of a new national accounts framework. Instead, 

the diffusion of SNA to China took off with rhetorical adaptation and partial 

implementation of GDP.

3.4.2 Translating statistical reform and the hybrid system 
experiment (1984–1986)
After adopting an ad-hoc version of GDP measurement, the next step in the diffusion 

process was a debate about the adoption of the SNA, resulting in the decision to 

develop a hybrid statistical system in 1986. The core idea behind the hybrid system 

was to provide national accounts summary statistics, compatible with both the MPS 

and the SNA (World Bank, 1992a: 1). The system would continue producing MPS 

aggregates, based on Marxist-Leninist economic concepts, while also producing 

SNA indicators, focusing on GDP in particular (World Bank, 1992a: 102–3). Such 

a framework for national accounts was uncommon, and with the exception of 

Hungary (Árvay, 1971), unseen in the rest of the world. It was a local solution which 

translated domestic political settlements into statistical system reform.

The hybrid statistical system was the result of a process of translation. Statistical 

reforms were adapted to reflect political compromises about the direction of 

economic reform within the Chinese bureaucracy. Broadly, two competing visions 

on economic reforms existed: a conservative camp which advocated continuing 

economic planning and only allowing market forces to enter some (less important) 

sections of the economy, and a reformist camp which wanted to abolish mandatory 

economic planning and shift state control to economic tools implying reforms on 

prices, taxes and interests rates (Naughton, 1995: 176–7). Statistical reforms were a 

fraction of the general economic reforms, and thus not at the forefront of political 

debates. The implications of reforms for statistics were discussed in the slipstream 

of other more prominent decisions about price reform, inflation and industrial 

reform. Statistical system reform however, did not neatly mirror actual changes 

in the economy. Instead, decisions about statistical system reform were taken only 

when the direction of economic reforms was officially agreed upon, between the 

camps. It would reflect the distribution of power and ideological compromises 

reached between the groups. A new operational ideology reflected changes in 

power relations and direction of reforms, and therefore functioned as a filter for 

translating statistical reform to the Chinese context.
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A new operational ideology, under the slogan, ‘socialist planned commodity 

economy’ endorsed by the CCP Central Committee on 20 October 1984, shaped the 

diffusion process in two ways. First, as it gave a new impetus to further economic 

reforms, it set statistical system reform in motion. Directly after launching the 

slogan, the State Council established a Leading Group on National Accounts 

Reform in November 1984 which was tasked with providing recommendations 

for a new statistical framework (World Bank, 1992a: 102). It urged the Leading 

Group to separate theoretical debates and practical work to avoid delays in 

the reform process (Yue, 1989). The diversity of the stakeholders in the group 

ranged from economists and financial experts to bureaucrats and statisticians, 

and the attendance of important Chinese authorities such as the State Planning 

Commission and Ministry of Finance, shows that these discussions were of high 

political importance (Interview 02; NBS, 1984; World Bank, 1992a: 102).

Second, the new operational ideology facilitated the translation of national 

accounting practices. Because the slogan was ambiguously formulated, the degree to 

which foreign statistical practices could be introduced was left to be interpreted by 

the Leading Group. The operational ideology deliberately contained contradictory 

elements of planned and market economies. Premier Zhao Ziyang carefully 

constructed the slogan combining elements of competing economic models – 

‘commodity economy’ alongside ‘planned economy’ – to gain acquiescence from 

both the reformist and conservative camps (Naughton, 1995: 177). The State Council 

asked the Leading Group to design a national accounting framework consistent 

with this operational ideology. The parameters were that the framework should: (1) 

serve the needs of the government in carrying out economic reform policy, (2) be in 

line with the actual economic situation in China, (3) be guided by Marxist doctrine, 

(4) borrow from the strengths of foreign national accounting systems (Yue, 1989).

The Leading Group discussed three options, but only the option for a hybrid 

statistical system was seen as appropriate. The two other options were ruled 

out because they would only partially address the scope of the new operational 

ideology or stretch it beyond its limits. These options were either continuing with 

the MPS framework, or a gradual switch from MPS to SNA, concluding in the full 

adoption of the foreign accounting framework. Sticking to an MPS framework 

corresponded with the idea that the Chinese economy was guided by economic 

planning only, neglecting market-driven elements such as market prices or free 
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allocation of goods and services. It implied that, for the purposes of tracking 

output targets and drafting economic plans, only material output statistics were 

gathered. Full adoption of the SNA meant committing to the idea that the economy 

was driven by the market and economic planning would completely disappear. It 

implied abandoning material output statistics and developing statistics measuring 

new concepts as market prices and interest rates. Both options would contradict 

the political compromise of the operational ideology and fail to satisfy both the 

reformists and conservatives.

In 1986, after two years of discussion, the Leading Group recommended the hybrid 

system. The State Council endorsed the recommendation, emphasizing that the 

hybrid system would serve the needs of the socialist planned commodity economy 

(World Bank, 1992a: 101–3). When justifying the hybrid system as appropriate to the 

operational ideology, the State Council stated that “during a period of transition the 

economy will change, but even in the post-reform evolved state, central planning 

will coexist with a large market-oriented dimension” (World Bank, 1992a: 103). 

SSB statisticians also stressed this point, and explained that the production of MPS 

aggregates was justifiable, given that in a planned commodity economy, economic 

planning would continue to play a role during economic transition (World Bank, 

1992a: 101).

Furthermore, the SSB and reformers argued that adding elements of the SNA to 

China’s national accounts framework provided information about new market 

activities and useful indicators for economic management (World Bank, 1992a: 103). 

Thus, the hybrid system was a compromise that pleased both the conservative and 

reformist camps while sticking to the operational ideology. The domestic political 

conditions facilitated the experimental introduction of limited aspects of the SNA.

3.4.3 Implementing the hybrid system – grafting 
statistical frameworks (1987–1992)
After the rhetorical adaptation of the SNA by the Leading Group, SSB statisticians 

started to implement the hybrid system by grafting elements of the SNA into its 

MPS-dominated framework. The hybrid system aimed to capture SNA concepts 

including household consumption, business investments, government spending, 

and GDP. It initially calculated only the annual production-side estimation of GDP. 
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In 1989 it added annual expenditure-side estimation, and in 1992 it introduced 

the first quarterly GDP estimates (Xu, 2009a: 447; see Table 2). To measure SNA 

indicators, in 1987 the SSB developed a transition Input-Output (I-O) table from 

which these concepts could be derived (Qi and Chen, 2007: 1; World Bank, 1992a: 2). 

However, the table was not entirely designed according to MPS conventions, nor to 

SNA conventions. It distinguished between material and non-material production, 

reflecting a theoretical distinction based on MPS conventions (Guo et al., 1999: 

318; Qi and Chen, 2007: 1; Xu, 2009a: 450). Furthermore, the table was supposed 

to be constructed based on meaningful producer prices, but instead it confounded 

implicit subsidies, taxes and prices (World Bank, 1992a: 20–1). As a result, the 

hybrid graft deviated from SNA guidelines, as did GDP measurement. GDP was still 

mostly derived from NMP data and missing variables were measured through ad-

hoc surveys rather than consistently applying the same data collection methods 

and concepts (World Bank, 1992a: 7). Some concepts were not measured at all, or 

presented according to MPS conventions. For example, depreciation rates were set 

centrally by the government and therefore did not correspond to the concept of 

economic depreciation according to the SNA standards (World Bank, 1992a: 18–20).
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Table 2. Timeline of GDP/SNA diffusion process China (table created by author).

Phase Date Events
National accounting 
practice & metrics 

 (blank cell indicates no change)

Partial 
Implementation

1980 China joins World Bank
Net Material Product (NMP) 
calculated within Material 

Product System (MPS)

1981
SSB resumes national 
income estimations 

1981 - 1983

World Bank & 
international advisors 

train statisticians & 
policymakers

1983
World Bank report 

published

October 
1984

CCP Central Committee 
formally endorses 
‘socialist planned 

commodity economy’

November 
1984

State Council establishes 
Leading Group on 

National Accounts reform

1985
SSB measures China’s first 

official GDP figure
MPS & NMP + Ad-hoc GDP  

(derived from MPS statistics)

Hybridization 
of standards

1986

Leading Group chooses 
Hybrid System; State 

Council endorses Hybrid 
System 

1987
SSB develops transition 
Input-Output (I-O) table 

MPS & NMP; GDP; Other 
SNA concepts derived 

from I-O table: household 
consumption; business 

investment;  government 
spending

1989
SSB measures first GDP 
annual expenditure-side 

estimation

MPS & NMP; 
GDP (annual production-
side estimation & annual 

expenditure-side estimation); 
Other SNA concepts

November 
1990

World Bank statistical 
mission China –SSB 

expresses support for 
Hybrid System

1990 -1991
CMEA-states stop using 
MPS & switch to SNA
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Phase Date Events
National accounting 
practice & metrics 

 (blank cell indicates no change)

Hybridization 
of standards 
(continued)

January – 
February 

1992

Deng’s ‘Southern Tour’ – 
reformists regain power 

August 
1992

State Council approves 
China National Economic 
Accounting System (trial 

version)

GDP primary indicator; 
GDP quarterly production-

side estimation; 
Continuation of NMP from 

MPS;  
Additional SNA concepts: 
flow of funds compilation

October 
1992

14th Party Congress 
introduces ‘Socialist 

Market Economy’ 

Standards & 
full indicator 

adoption

October 
1993

China officially adopts 
SNA as national accounts 

framework - SSB stops 
measuring NMP

 
GDP calculated within SNA

 

The outcome of the translation process was a unique graft of two national accounts 

frameworks in which China essentially adopted a façade of the SNA, not the details 

(Interview 05). Statisticians used old measures and data collection methods to 

produce new indicators (Interview 06). The original intention was not so much 

to fully adopt international standards as to develop a framework that suited 

domestic economic and political conditions at the time. Contrary to the ‘typical 

model’ of diffusion (Figure 1) in which legal adoption follows rhetorical adoption 

and precedes implementation, the hybridization phase did not signal commitment 

to legal adoption of the SNA. Instead, the hybrid system was rhetorically framed 

as a domestic solution, only taking up foreign ideas that could be interpreted as 

consistent with the operational ideology. As a result, the SSB proceeded to the 

implementation of a limited range of SNA concepts, following an atypical diffusion 

sequence. While this process was intuitive from an ideological and state planning 

perspective, it caused significant technical problems in the production of economic 

statistics. The next section zooms in on the instabilities of the graft and how these 

contributed to its eventual disappearance.
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3.4.4 Adopting the SNA: the influence of increasingly 
serious measurement mismatches (1987–1993)
The hybrid statistical system was only a temporary institutional solution. Several 

dynamics caused the hybrid to lose relevance and increased the appeal of the SNA. 

These dynamics are threefold, and each comprise a different type of measurement 

mismatch, namely, practical, comparability and ideological. These measurement 

mismatches provide insight into the dynamic (internal and external) challenges 

to a graft, that influence the composition of the graft, or lead to its disappearance. 

Which of the instabilities to the graft lead to changes in the outcome depends on 

the drivers of the diffusion process.

Practical mismatch – national accounts frameworks unsuitable for grafting (1987–1992)

The first dynamic that caused instability to the hybrid is the practical measurement 

mismatch. The graft, and its competing ideas about the economy within, had been 

rhetorically justified in light of domestic political debates, but domestic discussions 

about whether the national accounts frameworks were actually suitable for grafting 

took place only in the background. National accounts systems are highly technical 

objects of diffusion. To produce meaningful and interpretable statistics, conceptual 

categories need to be applied consistently and systematically and data inputs need 

to suit the categories accordingly. For example, “for each product distinguished 

in the national accounts, total supply (imports and national production) must 

equal total use (intermediary and final consumption, export, capital formation and 

change of stocks)” in both volume and price (Nijmeijer and Hiemstra, 2008: 5). This 

systematic approach prohibits mixing concepts from different national accounts 

frameworks. For instance, when products are valued differently, through market 

or administered prices, this causes discrepancies between the total supply and use 

value of different products, causing serious measurement biases.

As a result, when Chinese statisticians started to implement the hybrid system in 

1987, practical measurement mismatches caused problems to the graft. The system 

caused heavily skewed GDP figures for two reasons. First, the data collection 

methods in the hybrid system were responsible for the most serious shortcomings 

(World Bank, 1992a: 16). The data reporting system was almost entirely based on 

the MPS framework and did not correspond with the scope and concepts from 

the SNA framework (Holz, 2004: 395; World Bank, 1992a: 16). It was unable to 
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cover large parts of the economy, especially the service sector, private sector and 

rural economic activities (World Bank, 1992a: 14). Official statistics did not reflect 

economic output by self-employed citizens, and new small and medium sized 

and private companies (World Bank, 1992a: vi, 14, 32–3). Additionally, there were 

multiple conceptual definitions for the service sector. Authorities had to convert 

MPS data to meaningful concepts in the SNA framework, but often interpreted the 

data differently, causing conceptual inconsistencies within the framework (World 

Bank, 1992a: 42).

Second, the valuation of prices according to MPS conventions also caused problems. 

The MPS values economic activity according to transactions in the form of physical 

outputs, or according to administered prices and not through the principle of value-

added according to (market) prices (World Bank, 1992a: 7, 12, 14, 104). This caused 

various evident valuation issues in practice. Many transactions in the service sector 

were priced too low relative to market prices in general, or compared to products 

in the primary and secondary sector (World Bank, 1992a: 13, 47; Xu, 1991). As a 

result, real income flows and inflation were underestimated (World Bank, 1992a: 

13, 46–7; Xu, 1991). Additionally, government subsidies counted as compensation 

for enterprise losses in the MPS framework, rather than government demand as 

in the SNA (World Bank, 1992a: vi). Furthermore, industrial enterprises and other 

reporting units often reported data in actual government-regulated prices, rather 

than converting them to market-price values (World Bank, 1992a: 13; Xu, 1991). In 

sum, price data did not correspond to the actual value of market prices, which led 

to practical measurement mismatches with measures such as GDP that are based 

on market prices.

The data collection and valuation issues caused serious biases to GDP statistics. 

Aggregate GDP statistics were underestimated and did not reflect the true extent 

of economic activity (World Bank, 1992a: 13; Wu, 2000; Xu, 1991). It also distorted 

the structure of GDP and conflated the values added of different sectors. The value-

added to the whole economy of rural services was underestimated and that of 

industry was overestimated (Wu, 2000). GDP growth figures, on the other hand, 

were overestimated mainly because of valuation problems and the underestimation 

of inflation (World Bank, 1992a: 49; Wu, 2000).

These problems were a cause for concern for Chinese authorities and statisticians 

(World Bank, 1992a: 16,21). They were aware of the problems and worried about 
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the accuracy of service sector and consumption statistics, the validity of price 

statistics and whether GDP statistics reflected the economic structure (World Bank, 

1992a: 16, 21, 23, 54). The Chinese authorities realized that the hybrid system was 

not capable of producing accurate and reliable GDP figures. Although these concerns 

were not outspoken issues in debates about economic reform, reformists presumably 

had more interests in solving GDP’s biases by adopting the SNA framework than 

conservative policymakers. General biases in the data were problematic because they 

left reformers with less information to evaluate or draft new market-driven reforms. 

More specifically, due to the biases, ‘successful’ outcomes of key reforms such as the 

growth of the service sector were not visible. At the same time, conservatives could 

use exaggerated GDP growth rates to point to negative consequences of economic 

reforms such as the ‘overheating’ of the economy.

However, despite the practical measurement mismatch and incentives for 

reformists to tackle biases in the system, Chinese policymakers continued to 

express their commitment to the hybrid system in the early 1990s (NBS, 1996, 

2017a; World Bank, 1992a: iv; Zhi, 1992). Practical measurement mismatches did 

hamper the usefulness of the system, but this dynamic alone was insufficient to 

alter the direction of the diffusion process and abandon the hybrid system for the 

adoption of the SNA.

Comparability mismatch – international abandonment of the MPS (1990–1991)

In addition to the practical measurement mismatch, a comparability mismatch also 

damaged the relevance of the hybrid system. Within a short time period the MPS 

disappeared as an alternative to the SNA framework on the international level. In 

1990, most former Soviet states rapidly and quite unexpectedly stopped using the 

MPS framework and switched to the SNA (Herrera, 2010: 88). They made significant 

changes to their statistical systems in 1990 and 1991 and fundamentally altered 

their statistical practices (Herrera, 2010). By convincingly embracing the SNA, 

the former Soviet countries contributed to the hegemonic status of the market-

oriented SNA framework (Herrera, 2010).

This external event further reduced the international comparability of hybrid 

system statistics. First, the indicator NMP became less relevant for making 

comparisons, once former Communist countries abandoned it. Second, 

international organizations shifted their focus fully to the SNA framework, which 
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affected China’s statistical cooperation with these organizations. The aim of the 

World Bank’s mission in 1990, was “assisting China to publish statistics in SNA-

consistent categories” (Interview 06). Chinese policymakers and statisticians 

realized that the rest of the world adopted a different system, and tried to do what 

was necessary to compare themselves with others (Interview 06; NBS, 2003). They 

adjusted the hybrid system to give the SNA, and particularly GDP, a larger role in 

the statistical system.

In August 1992, the State Council implemented the ‘Chinese System of National 

Accounts (pilot program)’, essentially an extended hybrid system (State Council, 

1992; Xu, 2014). In this framework GDP became the primary indicator (Interview 

01). However, China did not yet officially switch to the SNA. It still produced NMP 

figures and widely used MPS data collection methods. China was still committed 

to the hybrid system and made small changes within it. The practical and 

comparability measurement mismatches did not trigger the abandonment of the 

MPS in favor of the SNA. As with earlier phases, changes on the domestic political 

level ultimately drove changes in the diffusion outcome.

Ideological mismatch – adopting the SNA (1992–1993)

Although Chinese stakeholders were aware of the practical and comparability 

mismatches and were concerned, these instabilities of the graft did not trigger 

an official switch to the SNA. It did not happen until 1993, when Chinese political 

stakeholders settled on a new operational ideology. Until 1992, there was no 

political space to deviate from the ‘socialist planned commodity economy’ that 

justified the choice for the hybrid statistical system. In 1988, the conservative camp 

under the guidance of Chen Yun won ground compared to the reformist group 

of Deng Xiaoping. The conservative policymakers opposed further (price) reforms 

and wanted to consolidate central control to stabilize the economy (Gewirtz, 2017: 

198, 209). They gained control over key reform institutions in the State Council 

and downgraded the role of the System Reform Commission (Gewirtz, 2017: 202–

6). In response to conservatives’ criticisms on inflation and overheating of the 

economy, economic policies moved toward ‘rectification’ and retrenchment which 

recentralized planning, as opposed to further market reforms (Gewirtz, 2017: 214, 

228). These domestic political developments strengthened the justification for a 

hybrid system and the production of planning statistics, despite the incentives 

provided by the practical measurement mismatch to alter the statistical system.



Chapter 3

112

However, when power shifted back to the economic reformists in 1992, the hybrid 

system graft came under serious pressure, leading to an ideological measurement 

mismatch. From 1991 onwards, calls by reformists to give the market a bigger role 

and return to market-oriented growth policies started to gain ground again in policy 

debates (Gewirtz, 2017: 240–7). High-level politicians also resumed encouraging the 

adoption of ideas from abroad, capitalist countries in particular (Gewirtz, 2017: 251).

Moreover, politicians discussed the redefinition of the operational ideology to 

a ‘socialist market economy’. The term corresponded to the idea that (indirect) 

macro-economic management and new market-oriented reforms were the 

appropriate direction of economic policymaking (Gewirtz, 2017: 245, 251, 254, 

258). In October 1992, the Fourteenth Party Congress officially labeled China 

a ‘socialist market economy’ and in March 1993, the concept was codified into 

the Chinese constitution. This created an ideological mismatch with the hybrid 

statistical system that was in place.

The new operational ideology made no reference to centralized planning (Gewirtz, 

2017: 254) and as a result, the political mandate for producing traditional planning 

statistics disappeared. Therefore, it became acceptable to abandon the MPS, a 

system intrinsically tied to the idea of centralized economic planning. Additionally, 

the new operational ideology emphasized the importance of the market as the 

primary form of economic organization and indirect economic management by the 

state (Gewirtz, 2017: 251, 254, 258). Fully switching to a market-oriented national 

accounting framework was therefore not contradictory to the new ideology, but 

actually an appropriate translation of it.

In October 1993, the statistical bureau solved the ideological mismatch when it 

stopped measuring the MPS-based national income indicator NMP. Thereby it 

officially switched to SNA as its national accounts framework and abandoned the 

hybrid graft (Xu, 2009a: 447). Several Chinese accounts of this step in the diffusion 

process justify the choice of adopting SNA, in light of the new operational ideology. 

The former deputy director of the NBS stresses that being a socialist market 

economy, led China to eliminating NMP measurement and other MPS aggregates, 

and that the operational ideology laid the theoretical foundation for adopting 

the SNA (Min and Xu, 1997; Xu, 2001). Almost 10 years after it first adopted GDP 

measurement, China adopted the SNA and committed to measuring GDP according 

to international standards.
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3.5 Conclusion

China’s GDP receives much attention, whether it is to assess economic performance 

in light of the US-China trade war or the COVID-19 outbreak, compare the CCP’s 

performance against its internal GDP targets, or to evaluate the accuracy of Chinese 

GDP figures in light of suspected data manipulation. The ubiquity with which we 

now use GDP to debate China’s political economy makes it remarkable that this 

indicator arrived quite late and with serious challenges.

Top-down coercion is an intuitive explanation for GDP’s spread to developing 

countries and non-capitalist economies, especially since GDP was designed with 

industrialized market economies in mind, and the statisticians responsible for 

developing and revising the SNA have struggled for decades to increase its relevance 

for countries that do not fit this mold. However, this is not what happened in 

the case of China, as this analysis shows. On the contrary, China’s adoption of 

GDP was driven at every step by domestic actors. While IOs and foreign experts 

were instrumental in introducing new ideas about national accounting to Chinese 

statisticians, these instances of international socialization were initiated and 

controlled by domestic actors.

The diffusion process differs in key ways from existing notions of how norms, ideas 

or institutions spread across the globe. Whereas existing diffusion literature (as 

summarized by Zimmermann, 2016) expects adoption to increase in a more or less 

linear fashion – from rhetorical embrace to full implementation – the Chinese case 

was more experimental. It was a nearly ten-year process of translating international 

national accounting ideas to the changing domestic political-economic context. 

The earliest attempts to calculate GDP within the MPS framework only signal a 

very limited adoption of the indicator. Overcoming these problems by switching 

to the SNA as the ‘appropriate’ framework was not an option, because national 

accounting was subject to ideological constraints. Statistical reforms reflected 

political debates and compromises over opposing blueprints for economic reform. 

The result was a hybrid system of national accounting, an experiment based on 

grafting selected ideas from the SNA onto the MPS framework. The graft that resulted 

was ideologically balanced but technically unstable. Yet even the pathologies of 

this experiment did not lead to abandonment of the MPS in favor of the SNA. This 

happened only when the operational ideology – which set the parameters for 
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economic reform – progressed enough to openly accept and prioritize the market 

dynamics that characterize the SNA. And, finally, GDP was only fully implemented 

when the SNA was in place.

The findings in this chapter also speak to IPE literature about the translation and 

localization of transnational ideas and policies (e.g. Ban, 2016; Dafe, 2020; Eimer et 

al., 2016; Röper, 2020). Modified or hybridized versions of foreign norms and ideas are 

often assumed to be the outcomes of localization or translation by domestic actors 

(Acharya, 2004; Eimer et al., 2016). This case, however, points to an unsuccessful 

case of translation – hybridization (through grafting) was only a temporary 

outcome that eventually led to full implementation. Through engagement with 

foreign experts, statisticians gained access to relevant knowledge, but politicians 

attempted to ensure that local ideas were not supplanted by foreign ones. Despite 

this deliberate attempt at translation, the process still ended in convergence. This 

chapter identifies the relative inflexibility of national accounting practices as a 

barrier to translation in this case. In addition to the importance of the domestic 

setting for the process of diffusion and translation, the unique features of national 

accounting standards undermined domestic attempts to localize foreign national 

accounts frameworks. Norms, ideas, policies, and institutions are sometimes used 

interchangeably in IPE diffusion literature. China’s uptake of GDP measurement 

demonstrates that the object of diffusion – its type and features – is a crucial factor 

shaping diffusion mechanisms and outcomes.

Whereas ambiguously defined norms and ideas are highly amenable to 

interpretation and translation, and policies can be implemented differently across 

legal systems, international statistical standards are more rigid. National accounting 

standards in particularly are rooted in economic theory and closely linked to a 

country’s economic policy institutions. In China, where ideology clashed with the 

SNA and another national accounting system was already in place, translation was 

highly constrained. Although SNA methodology is flexible enough to accommodate 

different types of national economies, it cannot bend as far as accommodating 

centrally administered prices or a statistical bureaucracy not equipped to collect 

survey data on economic activity.

This brings us to the broader implications of this chapter for the politics of 

statistics. China’s uptake of GDP measurement shows how the choice of indicators 

and how they are measured is inherently political. Nevertheless, the pathologies 
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that arise from these political choices point out, that to understand the spread 

of international statistical standards, insight into the process and challenges of 

translating standards into statistical practices is crucial. It shows that it is not only 

political interests and ideas that matter, but also, potential clashes with existing 

statistical institutions and practices.

As this chapter has provided insight into the origin of GDP measurement in China, 

the next chapter will examine how GDP consolidated in China’s governance 

system. It will describe what function the indicator acquired in China in the late 

1980s and 1990s, and provides an explanation for the origin of the GDP target and 

its incorporation on the national and local governance level.





4Chapter 4

Imagining modernization: 
the symbolic embrace of GDP in China

 This chapter is an edited version of: Van Heijster, J. (2020). Imagining 
Modernization: The Symbolic Embrace of GDP in China. Chinese Political Science 

Review. 5, 50–73. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41111-019-00132-2



118

4.1 Introduction

GDP has secured a prominent position across the world, providing a universal 

measure of the economy beyond the confines of a given market, political system or 

culture. Even though nearly every country produces GDP figures, the indicator has 

different meanings in various places and to different stakeholders. GDP statistics 

are tools for policymakers in economic policymaking, investors use them to make 

investment decisions and citizens take the indicator as a yardstick to evaluate 

politicians’ performance. How GDP has gained power and become the most 

influential indicator in the world is determined by the political contexts in which 

GDP resides.

A crucial case to understand GDP’s power is China. It is an example of a country in 

which the indicator has rapidly gained political prominence. In the form of targets, 

GDP has become deeply ingrained in Chinese policymaking. These appear both on 

the national level, in China’s Five-Year Plans (FYPs), and on the local level, through 

local performance assessment systems. As a result, the development of China’s 

economy has for a long time become exclusively defined through the lens of GDP 

growth figures. Additionally, the image of China as an economic success story has 

contributed to the attractiveness and power of the indicator on a global level.

However, it remains unclear how GDP, an indicator from the capitalist world 

that China had not even measured before 1985, was able to gain an important 

political role in the Chinese governance system. To understand how the indicator 

consolidated into the Chinese context, this chapter answers the following question: 

how was GDP embraced politically and integrated into the Chinese governance 

system throughout the 1980s and 1990s?

Currently, the literature on China’s GDP fails to systematically analyze the uses of 

GDP as a tool in the political governance of the country. Much of what has been 

written about China’s GDP addresses the (mis)measurement of statistics (Holz, 2004; 

Koch-Weser, 2013; Owyang and Shell, 2017; Rawski, 2001; Rosen and Bao, 2015). It 

recalculates GDP or develops alternative measures of Chinese economic growth.7 

Additionally, it identifies the falsification of data by local governments as one of the 

factors causing measurement problems and suggests that the incorporation of GDP 

7 For some alternative methods and recalculations of GDP see Klein and Özmucur, 2002; 
Koch-Weser, 2013: 26–30; Mehrotra and Pääkkönen, 2011; Wu, 2000, 2007.
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targets in the local performance assessment system provokes data manipulation. 

Most analyses of the local performance assessment system only explicitly include 

GDP in order to reflect on whether economic performance, measured in terms of 

GDP growth, influences the promotion of local cadres (Chen et al., 2005; Li and 

Zhou, 2005; Shih et al., 2012; Su et al., 2012). These studies provide a limited picture 

of the functions GDP targets possess, and fail to explain why GDP was incorporated 

as a target in the first place. To understand how and why GDP gained such a hold, 

we must look beyond the measurement and explicitly analyze these practical uses 

of the indicator (Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 421).

Furthermore, we know little about the origin and power of GDP in developing 

countries, especially compared to Western industrialized economies and inter-

national organizations (Lepenies, 2016; Philipsen, 2015; Schmelzer, 2016; Ward, 

2004a). The indicator was developed particularly for, and by Western European and 

North American capitalist countries, and was meant to provide policymakers with 

a statistical basis for macroeconomic analyses and policies (Coyle, 2015: 12; Fogel et 

al., 2013; Lepenies, 2016: 63; Masood, 2016: 12–3; Schmelzer, 2016: 110). However, 

it is less obvious why non-Western countries would ‘import’ a foreign indicator, let 

alone build their governance system around it. Developing countries had a minor 

role in the development of the measure and their economic structure is considerably 

different. Therefore, we expect that in non-Western economies such as China, GDP is 

appealing for other reasons than in the West, and derives its political power from a 

different base than its informative value in the policymaking process.

This chapter argues that in China GDP consolidated into its political economy to 

fulfill a symbolic function. Chinese politicians appropriated the indicator discursively 

as an ‘instrument of imagination’, in order to support the political modernization 

narrative from which the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) derived its legitimacy. 

They conceptualized modernization in terms of GDP. The indicator strengthened 

the persuasiveness and practical applicability of the modernization narrative, and 

provided stability in the flux and uncertainty of China’s economic reform period. As 

symbolic representation of the CCP’s legitimacy, GDP rapidly gained a prominent 

place within the governance system. The Chinese government introduced GDP 

targets in the national Five-Year Plans and local performance assessment system. 

As a result of imagining China’s modernization in terms of GDP, the indicator also 

acquired a control function which turned out to have pathologies of its own.
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To explain why GDP has been embraced by a large variety of countries and has 

managed to retain its influential status for over 80 years, we must recognize 

that GDP can assume various functions. Therefore, this chapter builds on the 

conceptual framework developed in the literature review, which emphasizes the 

diverse functions that indicators fulfill in society. This chapter first reflects on the 

symbolic and control functions and their underlying motivations and mechanisms. 

It provides insight into how, why and when indicators gain political prominence. 

The conceptual framework here presents a new and innovative way to understand 

the power in macroeconomic indicators, specifically GDP, and increases the 

practical applicability of the sociology of quantification.

Subsequently, the analysis will describe the discursive appropriation of GDP by 

Chinese politicians and explain how it strengthened the symbolic function of 

the indicator in the modernization narrative. It will then demonstrate how the 

discursive use shaped the actual GDP targets in FYPs and adoption in the local 

performance assessment system, after which it will describe the pathologies of 

GDP’s appropriation in China. 

This chapter makes two key contributions to our understanding of the political 

economy of GDP as a macroeconomic indicator. First, it provides a comprehensive 

account of the history of China’s GDP. It goes beyond well-known discussions about 

the (mis)measurement of China’s GDP and traces the appropriation of the indicator 

from its origins. Only when we know how GDP became embedded in China’s 

society can we grasp its current status in the country. Second, the chapter extends 

the focus of the GDP literature beyond the West and provides a more nuanced 

understanding of how GDP gained worldwide prominence. The Chinese case opens 

up conceptual debates about the political economy of indicators, and provides an 

empirical application thereof. Thus, the chapter aims to engage findings on China’s 

political economy to further develop the political science discipline (Tsai, 2013).

4.2 The competing functions of indicators

To analyze how GDP gained power in the Chinese context we need to know how the 

indicator became embedded in Chinese society. Therefore, this chapter analyzes 

who used the indicator, in which form and for what purpose. This approach builds 

on the idea that statistics and indicators are objects of politics and it acknowledges 
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that, in different political contexts, indicators can appropriate various functions. 

This chapter goes beyond the information function GDP fulfilled in the West. It 

builds on other functions of indicators that were presented in the literature review, 

namely: (1) symbolic function and (2) control function, and shows how they interact. 

4.2.1 Symbolic function: indicators as ‘instruments of 
imagination’
Besides measuring the economy, macroeconomic indicators can appropriate a 

variety of other functions. First of all, indicators are symbolic tools that can be 

persuasive when used in a specific discourse. They are a form of ‘numerical rhetoric’, 

which is used to convey different narratives about political, economic and social 

issues (Assa, 2018: 147). Narratives communicate a story about a group of people 

or social phenomenon, addressing a specific time frame and sequence of events or 

plot (Espeland, 2015: 60; Jones and McBeth, 2010: 329–30). They provide stability by 

presenting a causal chain of arguments about how separate parts of a story are linked 

together (Espeland, 2015: 61). They are most likely to arise in cases of uncertainty. 

The narrative constructs ‘fictional expectations’, providing a clear picture about 

the future. This gives stakeholders a reference point for decision making, creating 

stability and clarity upon which stakeholders can act (Beckert, 2016: 10). Indicators 

can fulfill a symbolic function as a representation of a specific narrative. They can 

be used as tools to confirm and sustain the imaginaries propagated in a narrative 

(Sum and Jessop, 2015: 36). The narrative ascribes meaning to the indicator, turning 

the indicator into an ‘instrument of imagination’.

Indicators make narratives more persuasive. First, they deal with the uncertainty 

to which the narrative responds. By turning qualitative information into numbers, 

they reduce the flow of information and ambiguity (Espeland and Stevens, 1998: 

316). The contextual factors behind the indicators disappear, making them look 

like more robust descriptions of reality, and increasing the air of objectivity around 

them (Davis et al., 2012a: 77). By simplifying information, indicators structure 

complex information and make a narrative comprehensible and convincing. The 

concrete numbers help the narrative to transform uncertainty into a fictitious 

certainty (Beckert, 2016: 242). The narrator can talk about the future as if it is a 

concrete object. This diverts attention from the uncertainty of the situation, at 

least temporarily.
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Second, indicators contribute to the persuasiveness of a narrative by making 

comparisons. It is possible to compare different types of qualitative information 

because of the shared counting procedure of indicators. It turns local or temporal 

particularities and idiosyncrasies into standardized and comparable information 

(Merry, 2011: 84). The use of indicators allows narrators to enlarge the time horizon 

and scope for comparison and can allow them to make bigger claims which appeal 

to a larger audience. This improves the attractiveness and practical applicability of 

the narrative. Additionally, narratives that include indicators often use rankings 

to unpack some formalized aspect of identity (Espeland, 2015: 61). Making 

comparisons may help narrators to bolster their claims about their own identity.

When indicators are used as ‘instruments of imagination’ they gain power because 

they become symbolic representations of important narratives. The indicator is 

the evaluative standard which gives the outcome of a narrative meaning (Abolafia, 

2010: 350). They represent a broader message, one that goes beyond the raw data. 

As a result, the political meaning of the narrative reflects on and is attached to, 

the indicator. For example, the gender pay gap indicator becomes the symbol for 

discussions on inequality and signals concern for this broader issue. Similarly, 

macroeconomic indicators such as GDP or unemployment can represent the success 

or failure of governments, instead of solely signaling economic developments. The 

fact that indicators are able to symbolically represent such broader claims is what 

makes them powerful.

The symbolic function shapes the practical use of the indicator. When a narrative 

or imaginary is operationalized and institutionalized, elements of that narrative, 

including the ‘instruments of imagination’, are transformed and naturalized as part 

of the society (Sum and Jessop, 2015: 36). Indicators are taken up in the everyday 

life of those who produce or ascribe to the narrative. For example, politicians 

that make sustainable development the symbol of their political agenda are likely 

to include Sustainable Development Indicators into the statistical system, ask for 

government reports or set up evaluation systems in their bureaucracy that include 

these indicators. Besides the discursive use in a political narrative, the indicator gains 

a practical application in governance systems, evaluation systems, or policymaking. 

The practical uses of the indicator need to correspond with the claims made in the 

narrative, such as the scope and time frame and discursive use of the indicator in the 

narrative. For example, if the government conceptualizes sustainable development in 
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terms of poverty eradication and promises to eradicate poverty within fifteen years, 

then it will include poverty indicators in its reports and explain how the statistics 

relate to the achievements and ambitions of the government.

Because of its symbolic value, all aspects of the indicator, the statistical figures, its 

measurement and practical uses are evaluated on the basis of what it represents 

symbolically. Citizens, politicians or investors interpret the figures, but with a broader 

view in mind. They use the indicator’s statistics from government reports or the news, 

to make judgements about the claims that are made in the narrative. Disappointing 

figures, problems with the measurement or practical application of the indicator, 

influence how well they receive the narrative. Depending on the prominence of the 

indicator within the narrative and the political importance of the narrative itself, it may 

be difficult to solve these problems without negatively affecting the persuasiveness of 

the narrative. Problems may arise, especially when the indicator appropriates other 

functions in addition to its symbolic function. New functions may come into conflict 

with the symbolic function, forcing users to decide which is most important and come 

up with solutions to the contradictory purposes of the indicator.

4.2.2 Control function: indicators as performance 
measures
Besides being used as persuasive symbolic instruments, indicators can also have 

a control or disciplinary function. They provide comprehensible and comparable 

information for the purpose of evaluating performance (Davis et al., 2012a: 77). The 

raw data needs to be collected on the ground, but the indicator’s figures can easily 

circulate and be interpreted from a distance. Indicators therefore enable evaluation 

from a distance (Espeland and Stevens, 2008: 415).

The control function of indicators is especially useful in large bureaucracies, 

because it permits principals to check on the agents they wish to control (Espeland 

and Stevens, 2008: 415; Muller, 2018: 44–5). Principals receive information which 

they use to evaluate and compare the performance of their agents. The principal 

exerts control when it links a particular type of action to the ranking or scores 

of the agents on the indicator, for example by allocating resources or applying 

sanctions (Lehtonen, 2015: 78). The latter is a practical application of the indicator 

as a control tool.
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For an indicator to be chosen as a control tool, it first needs to measure or represent 

an issue that is regarded as important to the principal. Second, the measurement 

of the indicator needs to provide information about the performance of the agent. 

Even though both elements are important for an indicator to function as a control 

tool, in practice it is hard to accomplish, because there are several problems 

standing in the way (for an overview see Muller, 2018). One important and well-

known problem is data manipulation. If agents have power over the measurement 

process, then they are able to falsify the data, leaving the principals with useless 

information (Muller, 2018: 25). The agents will anticipate the performance targets, 

which influences the measurement process. So, the indicator does not provide 

reliable information, limiting its usefulness as a control tool.

4.2.3 Interactions between indicators’ functions
Indicators can have several functions at the same time. These are not neatly separated, 

but in fact influence each other. This is especially the case for the symbolic function. 

When an indicator gains a symbolic function as a representation of an important 

narrative, it is likely that the indicator has become an important political symbol. 

It represents an issue that is important to politicians, so governments may want to 

use the indicator as a control tool. As a result of the symbolic appropriation, the 

indicator gains an additional function in society.

Even though different functions can exist next to each other, they may be 

contradictory, and different motivations behind the functions can cause tensions. 

It can be appropriate for an indicator to function as a symbolic representation, 

because it is able to compare compelling cases. For example, GDP compares 

countries such as the USA and China, on an international level. However, when 

applying the control function, the indicator might not seem compelling anymore. 

The indicator is unable to control and persuade at the same time, because those 

who are controlled cannot measure the indicator or are unable to influence the 

value of the indicator upon which they are evaluated. For example, local statistical 

offices have no resources or knowledge to measure service sector statistics. If a 

provincial economy is driven by services, the indicator GDP may not provide useful 

information for principals to evaluate and compare performances. In this case, the 

symbolic function and control function do not support each other. The principal 

could stop using the indicator as a control tool, to exclude the bias in performance 
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evaluation. However, the symbolic function of the indicator may prevent this. The 

symbolic meaning makes the indicator politically important and attractive for 

inclusion as a control tool. In persuasive terms, it would be consistent to show that 

what is propagated in the narrative is considered important. However, in terms of 

the control function this poses problems and allows biases to exist.

A second element causing tensions, is that the functions may apply to different 

stakeholders and could lead to a conflict of interests. In the symbolic function, a 

narrative may aim to persuade citizens, while it is not meant to persuade bureaucrats 

or statisticians. Bureaucrats might only be interested in the control function of the 

indicator and use the indicator to please the principal, as it incentivizes them to 

perform ‘well’, on the indicator. It may invite falsification practices on the side of 

the bureaucrat. However, this goes against the direct interest of statisticians, who 

focus on producing accurate and reliable statistics. It could even go against the 

longer-term interests of the narrator which uses the indicator to strengthen its 

story. Data falsification harms trust in statistics, and when exposed, may invoke 

distrust in the narrative. The variety of stakeholders that deal with the same 

indicator but with different functions causes tensions. Similar to the original 

appropriation of indicators, solving contradictions between functions is a political 

choice. How tensions are solved very much depends on the motivation of the users 

who appropriated the indicator in the first place, and the importance they place 

on this function.

4.2.4 China’s performance legitimacy and the social 
function of indicators
The symbolic and control function of indicators are relevant to the Chinese case, 

because they complement the literature on performance legitimacy. Many authors 

have identified performance legitimacy as the basis for the Chinese Communist 

Party to justify its rule in the Post-Mao period (see for example Chen, 1997; Zhao, 

2009a; Zhu, 2011). Chen (1997: 423) provides a narrow definition of performance 

legitimacy, also called ‘eudaemonic legitimacy’, which refers to “a mode of 

legitimacy in which a regime justifies its rule by successful economic performance 

and effective provision of economic benefits to individuals in society”. A broader 

definition of performance legitimacy also includes the performance of the ruling 

authority on socio-economic goals, providing social stability or the state’s capacity 
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for territorial defense (von Soest and Grauvogel, 2017: 291; White, 1986; Zhao, 

2009a: 418). This type of legitimacy encourages a pragmatic rationality, meaning 

that the effectiveness of the state to accomplish concrete goals such as economic 

growth or social stability is the basis for evaluation (Zhao, 2009a: 418; Zhu, 2011). 

This differs from other types of legitimacy such as legal-electoral or ideological, 

which use formal and theoretical arguments or values to assess legitimacy (Zhao, 

2009a: 418).

The traits of indicators correspond to the core characteristics of the performance 

legitimacy strategy. First, indicators are tools that support the rational-pragmatic 

evaluation process that is central to performance legitimacy. As described above, 

they are considered rational objective descriptions of reality (Davis et al., 2012a: 77). 

Additionally, the symbolic function of indicators indicates that they are persuasive 

tools used to convince people of a specific narrative, and convincing people is a 

central component of gaining legitimacy. The control function of indicators enables 

performance evaluation, which is another central characteristic of performance 

legitimacy. Therefore, it is likely that ruling authorities use indicators as tools to 

enhance performance legitimacy.

The challenges that are associated with China’s performance legitimacy affect how 

indicators appropriate social functions. Chen (1997) identifies three types of crisis 

that display the weaknesses of the performance legitimacy strategy: rationality, 

expectation and compliance crises. A rationality crisis arises when the means to 

improve performance clashes with the core values of ideology (Chen, 1997: 430). 

A way to ensure that performance indicators do not clash with ideological values 

is to enhance the symbolic function of the indicator by discursively appropriating 

it into an ideological narrative. An expectation crisis means, that when citizens 

have experienced successful (economic) performance in the immediate past, 

their expectations for better lives and government performance rise (Chen, 1997: 

433). As a consequence, citizens expect government performance beyond the 

economic and material dimension also addressing welfare issues. To address the 

expectations of citizens, the legitimacy strategy needs to be adjusted to respond to 

new demands. This implies including new performance indicators as 

evaluation tools. Zhu (2011) emphasizes that changing the performance 

legitimacy strategy is difficult, because a path-dependent process ensures that 

political institutions and discursive political debates are formed around 

strengthening government competence and 

126
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accountability. The symbolic appropriation of indicators also implies a practical 

application, which means that performance indicators are institutionalized into 

the system. This makes it difficult to abandon them and respond to the expectation 

crisis. Finally, a compliance crisis indicates that performance legitimacy alone is 

unlikely to fully commit stakeholders to support the ruling authority. The lack 

of centralized power over local actors due to decentralization, is an example of 

the compliance crisis. As described above, the control function of indicators can 

mitigate compliance problems. However, unintended consequences of the control 

and symbolic function of indicators, such as data falsification practices, in turn 

increase the weaknesses of the performance legitimacy strategy.

4.3 GDP’s political prominence in China: symbolic 
appropriation

The previous section and conceptual framework in Chapter 2 showed that turning 

an indicator into a governance tool requires work by political actors. The well-

known Chinese GDP target is no exception. To understand how the indicator 

consolidated in the Chinese context, the analysis first traces how and why Chinese 

politicians started picking up on the indicator as part of a political narrative.

4.3.1 The narrative: China’s modernization
In China, politicians appropriated GDP as a symbol within the political narrative 

of the country’s modernization. The goal of achieving a modern China was 

reintroduced into politics in 1977 and 1978 when a plan called ‘Four Modernizations’ 

was written into the party and state constitution (Hsü, 1990: 92). The objective was 

to transform China into a relatively modern state by the year 2000 (ibid.). Achieving 

modernization became the most important political objective of the CCP. The 

Third Plenum of the Eleventh Party Congress in December 1978, declared it to be 

the greatest historical task of that time (CCP, 1978).

The Chinese leadership within the CCP, most notably Deng Xiaoping, constructed a 

political narrative around the ambition of achieving modernization. The narrative 

served to legitimize the shift in Chinese politics, focusing on economic development 

rather than continuing the politics of Mao Zedong. Instead of ideological legitimacy, 

the CCP moved to a performance legitimacy strategy (Chen, 1997; Zhao, 2009a), 
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a change which caused uncertainty about China’s future. The CCP launched the 

‘Four Modernizations’ plan to deal with the uncertainty and to create a common 

commitment and consensus about the envisaged future of the Chinese economy 

(Hsü, 1990: 92). It redefined achieving modernization as the overarching political 

goal and made it a leading political narrative.

The Chinese leadership gave the term modernization a specific meaning. The 

concept consisted of three main characteristics representing the basic structure 

of China’s modernization narrative. First, modernization was conceptualized in 

terms of material wealth (Pang, 2015), it meant improving the living conditions of 

the Chinese people by developing ‘productive forces’ (Deng, 1979b). Emphasizing 

economic development over political or social development was a move away 

from the past. Deng Xiaoping’s comments at the Third Plenum symbolized the 

prioritization of economic development over ideological development. He stated 

that “revolution takes place on the basis of the need for material benefit”, not just 

“the spirit of sacrifice”, thus justifying a focus on economic development (Deng, 

1978). He also emphasized that cadres in the Chinese bureaucracy should focus 

on studying economics, science and technology, and management to “carry out 

socialist modernization rapidly and efficiently” (ibid.).

Second, modernization was a comparative concept. It meant achieving a 

‘comparative prosperity’ (Deng, 1979a). Chinese policymakers made the 

comparison between modernization in China and the development level of 

Western industrialized economies. For example, Deng Xiaoping made it clear 

that China’s modernization goal in the year 2000 was still modest compared to 

the West. According to him, even if, by the year 2000, China had achieved the 

goals set through the Modernization plan, it would still be a “backward nation 

compared to Western countries” (Deng, 1979a). To formulate the outcome of the 

modernization goal, China’s policymakers used comparative measures as well. 

They aimed to ‘catch up with the rest of the world’ and used this concept in their 

work. For example, in 1977, government institutions, think tanks and ministries 

organized a joint seminar to discuss economic growth in countries such as the USA 

and Germany and compare it to China. The goal of the seminar directly related to 

modernization, namely “realizing the Four Modernizations and catching up with 

the rest of the world” (Gewirtz, 2017: 31).
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Third, China would achieve modernization by undergoing three stages on a 

specific timeline. To begin with, Chinese citizens would fulfill their basic needs 

[wenbao] during the 1980s. Next, they would become relatively well-off [xiaokang] 

in the 1990s, and finally in the last phase China would reach the definitive stage 

of modernization, namely catching up with the West. The entire pathway to 

modernization would be accomplished somewhere between 2030 and 2050 (Li, 

2010: 342; Pang, 2015).

4.3.2 Instrument of imagination: GDP and its discursive 
use
Chinese politicians, policymakers and international stakeholders also included GDP 

in the modernization narrative. They appropriated the indicator as an ‘instrument 

of imagination’ by referring to GDP in relation to the concept of modernization. 

The various discursive uses strengthened the narrative and turned GDP into the 

symbolic representation of the narrative.

Before GDP could fulfill a symbolic function, political stakeholders had to refer to 

the indicator for it to gain political value. One of the first references to GDP was 

made when explaining the modernization goal to a foreign audience. In 1979, the 

vice prime minister and vice chairman of the CCP, Deng Xiaoping, explained to the 

Japanese prime minister Mayayoshi Ohira what it meant to achieve modernization, 

in the Chinese context. Deng explained that modernization represented achieving 

‘comparative prosperity’, and gave the example of $1000 per capita GDP in the year 

2000, to illustrate his point (Deng, 1979a).8

The comparison connected GDP to the modernization narrative, which made the 

narrative comprehensible to a foreign audience. The international stakeholders 

with which Chinese policymakers communicated were familiar with the GDP 

indicator, because they used it as a national income measure. Instead of explaining 

8 In the 1980s and early 1990s China’s GDP and Gross National Product (GNP) were virtually 
identical (World Bank, 1994: v). Although in the time period researched in this paper, the 
Chinese targets were officially set, in terms of GNP, Chinese sector and input–output statistics 
were all measured in terms of GDP. Because of the practically identical figures at that time, 
and because GDP targets are currently used instead of GNP, this chapter consistently refers 
to GDP instead of GNP. The only exception is when GNP is mentioned in quotes. The main 
conceptual difference between the measures is that GDP measures the total production 
within a country regardless of ownership, whereas GNP counts the production and income 
produced by the country’s citizens, regardless of their place of residence.
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very context-specific elements of the narrative, such as wenbao or xiaokang, Chinese 

policymakers referred to GDP. This made it possible to discuss their development 

goals with international actors and they expanded the use of the narrative to a 

wider range of settings, increasing its practical applicability. Deng’s reference to 

the indicator shaped how GDP was integrated into the Chinese political context 

and through that statement, Deng Xiaoping directly appropriated the indicator 

as part of the Chinese conceptualization of modernization. GDP fitted the three 

basic elements of the concept. The macroeconomic indicator focused on economic 

development and the reference to the year 2000 followed the timeline in the 

narrative. GDP was a comparative measure used by all Western countries, providing 

China with an instrument which made it possible to compare China with the West. 

By linking GDP to the Chinese modernization goal, Deng provided a specific image 

of China’s future. He used the indicator as an instrument of imagination.

At the time, Chinese politicians urgently needed instruments of imagination, such 

as GDP, in their narrative. The fundamental shift in party line towards economic 

reform, created unrest within the Chinese bureaucracy and these imaginary tools 

could help to reduce uncertainty and create domestic stability. The policymaking 

apparatus had no clear understanding of where China was heading. Ideas about 

reform were “shallow and vague”9, let alone grounded in concrete reform policies, 

such as privatizing parts of the economy or introducing price reform. There 

was ideological resistance to the focus on economic development and market 

allocation. Part of the bureaucracy regarded the new political direction to be in 

direct opposition to the principles of socialism (Brødsgaard and Rutten, 2017: 

75). The modernization narrative had been created in the late 1970s to function 

as an ideological justification for the economic and political shift. However, 

it only partly succeeded in this mission. The narrative was not able to create a 

common understanding about China’s future. Besides the uncertainty and 

disagreement within the bureaucracy, activists challenged the basic elements 

of the modernization narrative. They called for a broader conceptualization of 

modernization that included democracy, the so-called ‘Fifth Modernization’ (Wei, 

1978). These challenges created instability and stood in the way of shifting China’s 

focus to economic development.

9 Comments by former premier and secretary general of the CCP, Zhao Ziyang. See (Zhao, 
2009b: 13).
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The CCP tried to limit the uncertainty in China’s reform process by incorporating 

a concrete end goal in the form of an indicator into the modernization narrative. 

In September 1982, the Twelfth National Congress set the long-term political 

objective of quadrupling the gross value of industrial and agricultural output 

(GVIAO) within 20 years, thus achieving this goal by the end of the century 

(Deng, 1982). This concrete goal limited the room for a re-interpretation of the 

modernization narrative. It specifically stated what was required for Chinese 

society to reach the stage of a ‘relatively well-off’ society by the year 2000. At the 

time, Deng Xiaoping stated that as a result of the decisions made in the Twelfth 

National Congress, including setting the GVIAO target, “the political situation in 

China will be more stable than ever before” (Deng, 1982). The indicator contributed 

to the modernization narrative by taking away uncertainty and providing stability.

The presence of an official political goal in the form of the GVIAO indicator created 

room for GDP to function as an instrument of imagination within the modernization 

narrative. Chinese policymakers translated the national GVIAO objective to GDP 

targets, when they discussed their development goals with international actors. In 

1983, during discussions with the World Bank, Chinese policymakers referred to the 

goal of achieving a GDP per capita of $800 by the year 2000, as a national aim (World 

Bank, 1985: foreword).10 Similar to the GVIAO target, this goal aimed to quadruple 

its value between 1980 and 2000. It was a direct translation of the GVIAO target 

and referred to the example Deng Xiaoping used in the late 1970s, when explaining 

China’s modernization to foreign politicians. Instead of presenting GVIAO as its 

national goal, Chinese policymakers now also referred to GDP as a national objective.

Referring to GDP as a national objective increased the political importance of the 

indicator. Moreover, Chinese politicians and international organizations continued 

mentioning GDP in their interactions, attaching the indicator as a development 

goal, onto the modernization narrative. Chinese politicians requested the World 

Bank to study the target of quadrupling GDP by the year 2000, in an official report 

(Interview 07). This request indicates that the indicator was of political value to 

high-level Chinese politicians. The World Bank report explicitly took into account 

the goal of achieving a GDP per capita of $800 by the year 2000 (World Bank, 

1985). It connected GDP growth rates with the Chinese modernization goal, by 

10 The GDP goal changed from US $1000 to US $800 GDP per capita, taking into account 
China’s population growth from 1 billion to 1.2 billion inhabitants (Deng, 1987: 67–8).
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also referring to the goal of becoming a moderately well-off society in 2000, and 

catching up with the West. The report was well received by Chinese politicians 

and widely read throughout the Chinese bureaucracy (Lim, 1993: 7). Using the 

same modernization goal as the Chinese government, the report contributed to 

attaching the concept of GDP per capita onto the Chinese modernization narrative. 

So, GDP was appropriated as part of China’s modernization goal, and not only to a 

foreign audience but also within the Chinese bureaucracy.

Additionally, Chinese politicians appropriated GDP within the Chinese modern-

ization narrative by linking the indicator to China’s identity as a socialist country. 

In various instances, Deng Xiaoping explicitly used the long-term GDP goal to 

justify the superiority of the socialist pathway to modernization, in comparison 

with the capitalist road to development. For example, in 1985, in a meeting with a 

committee on Taiwan issues, Deng Xiaoping emphasized that:

“By the end of this century, our per capita GNP will have reached 

$800. […] The bulk of this average GNP will go to raise the people’s 

living standards and educational level. Socialism is different from 

capitalism in that it means common prosperity, not polarization of 

income” (Deng, 1987: 113).

In 1986, on the subject of recent student disturbances, Deng used the GDP goal 

in his address to some leading members of the Central Committee of the Chinese 

Communist Party:

“When we succeed in raising China’s per capita GNP to $4000 and 

everyone is prosperous, that will better demonstrate the superiority 

of socialism over capitalism” (Deng, 1987: 163).

In 1987 Deng made similar remarks to Premier Lubomir Strougal of the Czechoslovak 

Socialist Republic:

“[…] to quadruple it again [$800 GNP per capita in 2000], so as to 

reach a per capita GNP of $4000 in another 50 years. […] If we can 

achieve this goal, […] we will have demonstrated more convincingly, 

the superiority of the socialist system. […] We will demonstrate to 

mankind that socialism is the only solution and that it is superior to 

capitalism” (Deng, 1987: 177–8).
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Using the GDP indicator to prove the superiority of the socialist over the capitalist 

system contributed to the persuasiveness of the modernization narrative. As a 

Western statistical construct and comparative measure of economic development, 

GDP had become the symbol of prosperity all around the world (Schmelzer, 2016: 

10, 19). GDP figures were the yardstick representing the economic and political 

power of a country and capitalist economies were top of the class. The indicator 

possessed a power of imagination that could be exploited by Chinese politicians, and 

explaining China’s modernization in terms of a Western yardstick of development, 

would show how China was able to beat capitalist countries at their own game. 

Chinese policymakers had already made a powerful claim that China would catch 

up with the West by the year 2050 (Deng, 1987: 47). Presenting GDP as a symbol of 

China’s modernization narrative indicated that China could achieve the same level 

of development as Western countries, but without becoming a capitalist country. It 

could retain its own socialist identity. Reaching the ambitious GDP goal would prove 

the success of China’s distinct economic and political system. Chinese politicians 

used the foreign capitalist indicator in their modernization narrative to increase 

the persuasiveness of China’s own socialist identity. They used the indicator to 

convincingly justify the rule of the Communist Party, to their own citizens.

Chinese policymakers incorporated GDP in their discourse to provide an image 

representing China’s most important political goal, achieving modernization. 

They appropriated an essentially foreign and capitalist indicator, and made it part 

of the Chinese political context. They exploited the concreteness, comparative 

characteristic and imaginative appeal of the indicator, to strengthen the 

persuasiveness and practical applicability of the modernization narrative. Moreover, 

by using the indicator discursively in relation to the modernization narrative, GDP 

became the symbolic representation of the narrative. The quantitative target of 

quadrupling GDP by the year 2000 had become, “politically terribly important and 

uppermost in the mind of all the think tanks and so on. It was a target that Chinese 

policymakers did not quarrel with” (Interview 07). The appropriation of GDP in 

the modernization narrative made achieving GDP growth the symbolic underlying 

justification for the CCP’s rule.
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4.3.3 Symbolic representation: GDP target as practical 
application
As symbolic representation of China’s most important political objective, GDP was 

not merely a discursive tool anymore. The indicator had become the most concrete 

yardstick upon which citizens could hold the CCP accountable. GDP was interwoven 

with China’s development ambitions and the CCP’s legitimacy strategy. Therefore, 

the indicator required a practical application in China’s governance system. This 

application took the form of GDP targets in China’s Five-Year Plans (FYPs). Chinese 

policymakers directly derived the targets from the long-term modernization 

goal, which required achieving $800 GDP per capita in 2000 and a $4000 GDP per 

capita, before 2050. The annual targets in the FYPs corresponded to the timeline 

that the modernization narrative set out. For the Seventh Five-Year Plan (1986–

1990), Chinese economic planners used the World Bank report of 1983. This report 

presented the annual GDP growth rates which would be necessary to achieve the 

long-term goal of quadrupling GDP by the year 2000. They drafted the plan based 

on this report and incorporated GDP targets that could fulfill the modernization 

goal. To realize the goal of catching up with the West by 2050, the World Bank 

proposed a minimal growth rate of 5.5 or 6.5 percent per year (World Bank, 1985: 

21). The Chinese planners set the official GDP target at 7.5 percent (CPC, 2018). 

The Eighth Five-Year Plan (1991–1995) also corresponded with the modernization 

narrative. The 6 percent GDP target was more modest than the previous target, 

but nevertheless it was in accordance with quadrupling the level of GDP between 

1980 and 2000 (World Bank, 1992b: 75). The primary function was to keep the 

target in line with this goal (ibid). The Plan also confirmed the important political 

status of GDP. Even though policymakers drafted the Plan in light of problems 

with inflation, it lacked elaboration on other macroeconomic indicators than GDP 

(World Bank, 1992b: 76). Most of the attention went on GDP statistics and the GDP 

target. 

Due to high measured GDP growth rates in the 1980s and early 1990s, China fulfilled 

the first modernization goal of achieving $800 GDP per capita in 2000, almost five 

years in advance. It had rapidly accomplished what the narrative labelled, a ‘relatively 

well-off society’. Nevertheless, the narrative represented a much longer time period, 

reaching all the way to 2050. Because the GDP target symbolically represented this 

long-term goal, the Chinese government needed to set more targets for the future. 
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To show consistency with the modernization narrative, policymakers included a 

new GDP target in the plan, entitled, ‘Long Range Objectives to the Year 2010’. 

The government presented this plan next to the Ninth Five-Year Plan (1996–2000) 

and established the goal of doubling China’s GDP in ten years between 2000 and 

2010 (NPC, 1996). Remarkably, Chinese policymakers drafted the target five years 

before GDP growth rates would be of influence on the newly set target. There were 

still five years of economic policymaking ahead, which could drastically change 

the outlook of the Chinese economy. From an economic planning perspective, the 

target was quite uninformed, and it was not at all obvious that the target was a 

realistic goal. However, from the perspective of GDP’s symbolic function the new 

target made sense. It proved that the Chinese government was still dedicated to 

accomplishing the promises made in the modernization narrative. Using new GDP 

targets was not only consistent with the narrative but also persuasive, because it 

built upon successes the Chinese government had achieved in accomplishing the 

modernization goal. It indicates that the symbolic function GDP appropriated in the 

Chinese context influenced the drafting of GDP targets by Chinese policymakers, in 

the 1980s and 1990s.

4.3.4 Implications of the symbolic function: GDP as a 
control tool
As GDP had become the symbolic representation of China’s modernization goal, 

achieving GDP growth determined the legitimacy of the CCP’s rule. It became one 

of the most important policy objectives of the CCP. However, Chinese authorities 

worried about the local implementation of such crucial policy objectives (Gao, 2007: 

52). In the 1980s, central authorities lost the capacity to rule in the local regions 

because they decentralized economic policymaking and delegated authority to 

make personnel decisions, to the local level (Gao, 2007: 52). To generate GDP 

growth the central government heavily depended on local governments and 

their local state-owned enterprises (SOEs). In 1985, provincial and municipal 

governments accounted for 45 percent of the total industrial output, county 

governments for 8 percent and township enterprises for approximately 25 percent, 

against 20 percent produced by centrally controlled SOEs (Montinola et al., 1995: 

61–2; Qian, 2017: 325). The local authorities protected local interests and sacrificed 

national goals (Huang, 1996; Naughton, 1987; Shirk, 1990). To ensure that local 
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governments adhered to national political priorities, Chinese authorities developed 

a performance assessment system, and in line with GDP’s symbolic function, the 

indicator became an important component of that system.

To accomplish the GDP target as set in the modernization narrative, Chinese 

authorities included the indicator in the local performance assessment system. In 

1988, the CCP published the official guidelines on the performance evaluation of 

party secretaries and government executives, at the county and township levels, 

and the guidelines presented GDP as an evaluation criterion (Whiting, 2004: 

103–5). In 1995, the performance evaluation system developed into a widespread 

tool, which higher-level government used to assess the performance of lower-

level authorities. The Organization Department presented an official notice that 

specified the performance criteria and range of indicators used to measure the 

cadres’ performance. It mentioned GDP (aggregate, growth rate and per capita/

per capita growth rate) as an appropriate performance indicator to evaluate 

economic development (Gao, 2007: 56). Especially in the 1990s, the majority of 

the performance targets focused on economic development and heavy weight was 

given to GDP targets (Burns and Zhiren, 2010; Gao, 2010: 60–2; Jing et al., 2015: 

55). Other performance indicators received much less attention (Burns and Zhiren, 

2010: 12; Landry, 2008: 83–6; Whiting, 2004: 107). Incorporating GDP targets in 

the local performance assessment system made the system consistent with the 

modernization narrative. As a local performance indicator, GDP was attributed a 

new function next to its symbolic function, namely that of a control tool.

However, the control function of GDP did not work properly. First, due to data 

falsification practices, the assessment system provided biased information about 

the performance of local cadres. The set-up of the Chinese statistical system made 

it possible for local cadres to influence the measurement process of GDP. For the 

compilation of data the State Statistical Bureau (SSB)11 relied on local statistical 

offices (Koch-Weser, 2013: 22). These local agencies lacked independence. They 

were responsible for transferring the data they received from the direct reporting 

system (Holz, 2005: 17; Huang, 1996: 62–3). Because the local bureaus did not 

gather the data themselves but received the data directly from forms filled in by 

the industrial enterprises, data falsification was possible at the enterprise level. 

11 In 1998, the State Statistical Bureau changed its English name to National Bureau of 
Statistics (NBS) (Holz, 2004: 382).
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Furthermore, local statistical agencies were subject to local governments, from 

which they received their financial funds (Chander, 2014: 11). The data passed 

through the local government bureaus, which made it possible for the data to 

be manipulated without external control. In the late 1990s, the position of the 

national statistical office versus local offices strengthened due to the increased use 

of sample surveys and censuses. These types of centralized data gathering made 

the current NBS less reliant on other actors and it gave the NBS a tool to measure 

GDP which bypassed  locally manipulated GDP data (Chander, 2014: 11; Holz, 2005: 

12). However, the use of sample surveys was limited and it was not until 2009 that 

surveys were conducted by the central as well as local statistical reporting units 

(Chander, 2014: 11–3). In the late 1980s and 1990s, the national statistical office 

still relied heavily on other actors and did not possess the tools to systematically 

circumvent manipulation of statistics at the local level.

The falsification practices were widespread, and in 1989, 1994 and 1997, the 

central government carried out inspections which uncovered more than 110,000 

violations (Cai, 2000; Koch-Weser, 2013: 22). Local cadres felt the pressure to fulfill 

GDP targets because this was the most important political objective set out by the 

center (Rawski, 2000: 10–1). Cai (2000: 791–2) gives examples of four villages that 

falsified per capita income statistics in order to fulfill the goal of becoming a ‘well-

off’ [xiaokang] village. This concept, which was derived from the modernization 

narrative and conceptualized in terms of per capita income, was an important 

national goal for rural development (CDRF, 2017: 3). The link to the modernization 

narrative indicates that GDP’s symbolic function within the narrative encouraged 

local cadres to regard GDP growth as a crucial policy objective. As a result, the 

symbolic function of GDP not only enabled its emergence as a control tool, but also 

provoked data falsification practices.

Second, the control mechanism of the GDP indicator did not function properly, 

because the target also affected the central leadership’s control over economic 

policymaking. By setting GDP and GVIAO targets, the Chinese government 

put incentives in place for local governments to interfere in the economy in 

counterproductive ways. Whiting (2004: 111) refers to an example in Jiangsu 

province, where in response to the overemphasis on output production targets, 

output capacity expanded drastically, resulting in overproduction. Also in 1992, 

when the central leadership increased growth targets, local governments rapidly 
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expanded their production capacity and set up new companies with new credit, 

regardless of the profitability of the new enterprises (Whiting, 2004: 110–1). Even 

though the local GDP targets contributed to accomplishing the national target, they 

hampered the central leadership’s control over the quality of economic reforms.

Aware of the unintended consequences of the GDP target and its partial inability 

to function as a control tool, the central government was concerned about the 

phenomenon. Falsification practices and the overemphasis on economic production 

could pose a threat to the symbolic function of GDP. The GDP target was supposed 

to enhance the CCP’s legitimacy within Chinese society, by strengthening the 

persuasiveness of the modernization narrative and removing uncertainty about 

the path of economic reform. However, citizens could interpret falsification of GDP 

figures as a devious strategy to fool and trick them into believing the modernization 

narrative. Falsification would breach their trust in the government. Additionally, 

overemphasizing economic production could sacrifice other social, environmental 

or political goals, such as reducing income inequality, preventing environment 

pollution and creating political support for the CCP. Although the performance-

based legitimacy focusing on economic growth had served the CCP well, paying 

attention to inflation, economic inequality and other welfare issues were crucial to 

prevent social unrest.

In 1995, the CCP acted to prevent the unintended consequences of GDP as a control 

tool, and the Central Leadership expressed its concerns about the data falsification 

practices: “The masses now doubt the statistics published in official newspapers. 

We must pay due attention to it; the Chinese Communist Party cannot afford to lose 

the trust of the people” (Standing Committee NPCC, 1995: 22 translation by Cai, 

2000: 804). To ensure that falsification would not affect the symbolic function of 

GDP, Chinese authorities tried to tackle the problem. In February 1999, the National 

Bureau of Statistics publicly rejected the provincial GDP figures of 1998 and the 

Central Party authorities increased punishments to stop data falsification practices 

(Holz, 2005: 8; Rawski, 2000: 10). Additionally, the Chinese government diversified 

the performance assessment system by including non-economic categories such 

as social development and spiritual civilization, and Party Building, as areas of 

performance assessment (Gao, 2007: 54). Indicators about decreasing criminal 

rates, compulsory education years and dealing with waste materials broadened the 

options for local cadres, to also address welfare-based development strategies.
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4.3.5 Challenges of using GDP as an instrument of 
imagination
However, it remained difficult to downplay the role of the GDP indicator. Simply 

including new indicators in the performance assessment system would not have 

given these goals the same symbolic power that achieving GDP growth possessed. 

Moving away from GDP would have seemed inconsistent with the message the 

CCP had propagated, namely that its primary development goal was achieving 

modernization. The symbolic appropriation of GDP as a representation of that goal 

stood in the way of solving the problems of GDP as a control tool. Abandoning 

GDP in the performance assessment system would have contradicted its symbolic 

function. Furthermore, for practical reasons it was far more attractive for local 

cadres to pursue GDP growth over other indicators, within the performance 

assessment system. Performance assessment was based on territorial units, which 

did not encourage cadres to solve cross-boundary problems such as environmental 

degradation (Burns and Zhiren, 2010: 2). Or as a former World Bank representative 

in Beijing states: “there was a bias in the system toward investment in growth 

[…] and there was no bias in the system in favor of environmental protection” 

(Interview 04). Additionally, the GDP indicator had the benefit of being a very 

concrete target which could be measured objectively, especially compared to the 

other targets in the assessment system. Many of the targets which did not relate 

to economic development were defined in abstract terms, and the 1995 Notice 

did not even propose concrete indicators related to the Party Building criterion 

(Gao, 2007: 57). For example, it was hard for local governments to assess whether 

they had accomplished an issue such as tackling corruption. The lack of concrete, 

comparable and measurable indicators for welfare and party-building issues made it 

unattractive for local governments to increase the  importance of these indicators, 

within the assessment system (Gao, 2010: 60–1). Furthermore, given that local 

cadres were allowed to assign weights to the assessment criteria themselves, it 

proved hard to replace GDP with other indicators (Gao, 2007: 55).

Since the early 2000s, the symbolic and control functions of GDP have been slowly 

changing. The weight of China’s GDP indicator in the performance assessment 

system is declining, and more welfare-related indicators are included (Zuo, 2015). 

The NBS has been developing a xiaokang index, in which various indicators are 

used to keep track of social and environmental goals, such as income inequality, 
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social security coverage and energy consumption (NBS, 2008; Interview 01). 

Furthermore, in 2004 the NBS, together with the State Environmental Protection 

Agency (SEPA), launched a project measuring Green GDP, which takes into account 

the losses to the environment in GDP figures (Wang et al., 2006). Additionally, the 

Chinese leadership is actively building symbolic value for other indicators besides 

GDP. The government under Hu Jintao started to develop a narrative in which 

these indicators could be incorporated. The Sixteenth National Congress in 2002, 

introduced the goal of “Building a well-off society in an all-round way” (People’s 

Daily, 2002). This new vision of development emphasizes that the xiaokang concept, 

includes more than economic development. The scientific outlook on development 

introduced the environment into the development narrative of the government 

(People’s Daily, 2006).

The development of new indicators and corresponding narratives are a strategy 

to cope with the consequences of GDP’s historical consolidation as a symbolic 

and control tool. It furthermore shows that the CCP is adjusting its performance 

legitimacy strategy from economy-based legitimacy to a broader welfare-based 

legitimacy. Under Xi Jinping this trend has continued. The Chinese leadership 

downplayed the relevance of GDP by reforming the performance assessment system, 

clearly stating that the indicator should not be used as an assessment indicator in 

a number of provinces (People’s Daily, 2013). Instead, Xi Jinping announced that 

welfare improvement, social development and environmental indicators should 

be used to evaluate leaders (Rapoza, 2013). Clearly, the function of GDP indicator 

within China is changing. However, due to the promise Hu Jintao made in 2012, to 

double China’s GDP level by 2020, GDP has retained its symbolic function as part 

of China’s development narrative, at least until recently.

4.4 Conclusion

This chapter examined how GDP consolidated in China’s governance system. It 

described how the indicator was able to gain a politically prominent role in China 

in the 1980s and 1990s. The Chinese Communist Party rapidly built its governance 

system around the foreign indicator in an economic and political context, quite 

different to that in which GDP originated in the West. The chapter found that in 

China, GDP fulfilled various functions, serving a variety of purposes. First, GDP 

gained a symbolic function, as the representation of the political narrative on 
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China’s modernization. The CCP used the modernization narrative to strengthen 

its legitimacy in an uncertain period of economic reforms. It appropriated GDP 

as an ‘instrument of imagination’, which increased the persuasiveness of the 

modernization narrative in several ways. It improved the practical applicability 

of the narrative and reduced uncertainty within the Chinese reform process. 

Moreover, Chinese politicians used the originally capitalist indicator to strengthen 

China’s socialist identity. As a result of GDP’s symbolic function, GDP targets were 

introduced in the Chinese Five-Year Plans. The targets were directly derived from 

the modernization narrative and followed its scope and timeline. The symbolic 

function was very powerful as it also shaped the inclusion of GDP as a control 

tool in China’s local performance assessment system. Yet the appropriation of 

GDP as a symbolic and control tool also had negative consequences, such as data 

falsification practices and the sacrifice of social and environmental goals for the 

sake of economic growth.

This episode of the politics of GDP in China provides insights that are valuable to 

understand how GDP became such a powerful indicator across the globe. It shows 

that even though the indicator was tailor-made for Western capitalist economies, 

GDP can be made suited to a wide range of societies, through a process of discursive 

appropriation. The consolidation of GDP in China’s governance system proves that 

indicators are flexible and dynamic tools, which can appropriate different meanings. 

Although GDP measurement is internationally harmonized and its statistical 

conceptualization is similar across countries, the meaning of the indicator, and 

thereby the power it exerts on society, can vary considerably in different places. 

The findings in this chapter are particularly important because they redirect 

our attention to the powerful symbolic function of the GDP indicator. We must 

analyze such alternative functions, since the statistical conceptualization of many 

macroeconomic indicators show severe misalignment with the economic structure 

of (developing) countries. The symbolic function can provide insight into why 

countries, despite such misalignment, still appropriate a seemingly ‘unsuitable’ 

indicator. Additionally, this chapter has supported the development of a coherent 

conceptual framework for understanding the politics of indicators by developing 

an in-depth analysis of the social functions of indicators. It has provided insights 

into the conditions, forms and mechanisms through which indicators gain power 

and distinguished between different motivations for adopting one function over 

the other. Moreover, it has described how different functions can interact. This 
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framework could be applied to other cases to develop a broader understanding 

of the exact mechanisms behind the various functions of indicators and its 

consequences. 

Lastly, the conclusions of this chapter are also meaningful because they help 

us analyze the debates about GDP, in China’s society today. Despite the heavy 

criticism the indicator currently faces inside China, it has still not vanished from 

national or local policymaking. This chapter shows that the symbolic function of 

GDP is powerful, which explains why it is hard, even for high-level politicians, 

to avoid setting new targets. Downplaying the symbolic meaning of the indicator 

requires work, especially because it implies a redefinition of the political narrative 

from which the CCP derives its legitimacy. The transition to a different type of 

performance legitimacy is a long-term process which started under Hu Jintao and 

continued under Xi Jinping. Due to the disruptive effect of the COVID-19 crisis, the 

GDP target was temporarily suspended. However, it is unclear to which extent, 

and how, criticism of GDP in China in the pre-COVID period has undermined its 

power or application as a governance tool. The next chapter therefore, will study 

contestation over GDP, by zooming in on the development of new indicators in 

China, such as the Xiaokang index and Green GDP, already mentioned in this 

chapter. It builds on the findings in this chapter and will argue that debates about 

GDP in China concentrate on the pathologies of GDP, as a tool in China’s political 

governance system. It will demonstrate that new indicators emerge primarily to 

address these deficiencies and challenge GDP’s position in the CCPs performance 

legitimacy strategy.
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5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter explained how, in China, support for the GDP indicator 

shaped its consolidation as a governance tool. However, although it highlighted 

the challenges and negative implications for the Chinese political economy arising 

from its uses, it did not provide an insight into what shapes contestation over use 

of the indicator in China. Since we know that GDP has been an object of criticism, 

studying this issue is crucial to an understanding of whether and how the politics of 

China’s relationship with GDP differs from what we see elsewhere. Generally, GDP 

criticism often focuses on the inappropriateness of using the indicator as a proxy 

of well-being, lamenting that it is narrow and economistic because it excludes the 

environmental and social costs of economic growth and ignores the contribution 

of domestic work to the economy (e.g. Hoskyns & Rai, 2007; Stiglitz et al., 2009). 

In addition to this post-material criticism, the ability of the indicator to accurately 

measure the economy has also been widely criticized (e.g. Coyle, 2015).  

These objections to GDP feature prominently, especially within Western countries 

and international organizations (IOs), and they have inspired the development 

of over 1.000 new indicators or indices, again mostly by Western stakeholders 

(Hoekstra, 2019). Criticism of GDP is often the main reason for developing 

the indicators (e.g. Chancel et al., 2014), and their measurement reflects the 

denunciation GDP receives as it tries to address the identified limitations of GDP 

measurement. It remains an open question whether GDP receives the same type of 

post-material and technical criticisms elsewhere, thus fueling the development of 

new indicators. 

This question is relevant when turning to China, where GDP has been taken up 

prominently throughout the political system in the form of national and local 

targets, and where government institutions have been actively producing new 

indicators. We have reason to believe that criticism of GDP in China could be 

more weakly and more strongly reflected in the development of new indicators. 

On the one hand, the Chinese government has been pursuing an economistic 

agenda promulgating growthism, making it less likely that post-materialist and 

anti-economist criticisms would feature prominently in GDP debates and the 

development of indicators. On the other hand, compared to Western countries, 

GDP is more deeply embedded in the political and policy context. This increases 
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the importance and impact of the indicator’s measurement, meaning that there 

is room for more and different types of objections to GDP which will likely affect 

debates about new indicators as well. To research whether and how critical reviews 

of GDP affect the development of new indicators in China, this chapter answers the 

following question: How are GDP criticisms reflected in the development of new 

indicators in China? 

The chapter shows that in China GDP criticism is expressed and influences the 

development of new indicators. However, it deviates from the post-material and 

technical criticisms that dominate in the West. GDP-debates in China move away 

from identifying its conceptual biases and blind spots. Instead, dissatisfaction 

with GDP concentrates on the pathologies of the indicator as a tool, in China’s 

political governance system. New indicators emerge primarily to solve these 

deficiencies and challenge GDP’s position in the Chinese Communist Party’s 

(CCP) performance legitimacy strategy. This is a form of instrumental criticism, 

which is a type of criticism that is underrepresented, compared to the post-

material and technical GDP criticisms that thrive in the West. These findings 

suggest that in order to understand the contestation of GDP, we must look beyond 

its measurement, but into the uses of the indicator and how it is embedded in 

society. Although GDP measurement is internationally harmonized, the indicator 

is institutionalized differently across different contexts. The Chinese case shows 

that the institutionalization of indicators, as a legitimacy tool and bureaucratic tool 

in the governance system, matters, because it shapes debates about GDP and drives 

the development of new indicators.

To identify how and which characteristics of the GDP debate affect the development 

of new indicators in China, this chapter analyzes the development of three new 

indicators there: the Xiaokang (‘relatively well-off’) Index, Green GDP and New 

Economic Indicators (NEI). These indicators can be seen as the most visible and 

concrete forms of contestation with GDP in China because their measurement 

addresses some of the post-materialist and technical limitations of GDP. The 

indicators have all been developed by the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 

but in different time periods. They therefore comprehensively shed light on the 

phenomenon of GDP criticism in China. Furthermore, the post-material and 

technical criticism the indicators seem to address, allows contrasting Chinese 

challenges to GDP with the Western GDP-debate. 
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The next section describes GDP’s functions in Chinese political governance and the 

characteristics of the three indicators studied in this article, Xiaokang Index, Green 

GDP and NEI. Subsequently, another section conceptualizes the main characteristics 

of the GDP-debate. It shows that new indicators take up common GDP criticisms 

which I call post-material and technical criticism, and introduces an underexplored 

form of criticism, instrumental criticism. The analysis then describes whether and 

how GDP criticisms resurface in the development of new indicators in China. 

5.2 Indicators in China – GDP and new indicators 

In China, the GDP indicator has three concrete instrumental functions. First, GDP 

plays a central role in the Chinese state-managed policy-making apparatus, as 

one of the targets in the multi-year economic planning system. The Chinese state 

actively drafts and uses a range of plans to coordinate and oversee, economic and 

public policies (Heilmann and Melton, 2013: 582). These plans transfer to provincial, 

municipal and county levels, giving indicators, such as GDP, an institutionalized 

role in China’s governance system, as tools for (economic) planning (Heilmann and 

Melton, 2013: 586, 590). Second, in the form of the GDP target in national Five-Year 

Plans (FYP), GDP functions as a political legitimation tool, justifying the CCP’s rule. 

These five-year targets are derived from political goals set in 1979 to which the 

CCP still adheres. GDP’s historical significance as a reflection of China’s long-term 

development goals and its continuous use in key national policy plans has made 

the indicator itself a symbol of the political legitimation of the CCP. Third, GDP 

functions as an evaluation standard in China’s performance assessment system. 

This system measures the performance of local cadres and serves as the basis for 

promotion decisions inside the Chinese bureaucracy. GDP has been one of the most 

important indicators in the system, and continues to be used on the local level as 

performance indicator (Chan and Gao, 2009: 54). 

It shows that in China GDP has a prominent place in the political governance of the 

country. It is an open question whether GDP’s instrumental uses as a governance tool 

impact the GDP debate in China, especially since newly developed indicators in China 

seem, at first glance, to respond to the post-material and technical limitations of GDP. 

As mentioned before, there are three prominent indicators developed by the NBS, 1) 

Xiaokang Index, 2) Green GDP, and 3) NEI. However, before analyzing how GDP criticism 

is part of their development, this section describes, briefly, the indicators’ characteristics. 
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The Xiaokang Index is a measure of development progress that consists of different 

categories reflecting a specific development theme measured by multiple indicators 

(see Appendix: table A.1; A.2; A.3). In addition to economic development, it also 

measures quality of life, environmental and social development through indicators, 

such as life expectancy and education level. Furthermore, each indicator has a 

specific weight, distinguishing the importance of the development goal and linked 

to a standard indicating what development progress should be obtained. The NBS 

developed the measure together with other government agencies, first in 1992 and 

then redeveloped it between 2004, 2009, and in 2013 (Yang, 2016).

Green GDP measures the economy while taking into account the environmental 

and social costs of economic growth. It monetizes the effects of loss of biodiversity 

and accounts for costs caused by climate change. It has been developed in 2004 

in cooperation with the State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) (Wang et 

al., 2004: 6). The Chinese measure of Green GDP can be considered conservative 

because it only accounts for the environmental pollution costs and not natural 

resource depletion or ecological damage costs (Wang et al., 2006: 4).

The New Economic Indicators (NEI) are the most recently developed indicators 

in this study. They were first produced in 2016 and integrate two metrics. They 

measure the development and size of innovative and knowledge- or technology-

driven parts of the economy. The first metric measures the value-added of the ‘new 

economy’ to GDP through a new industry classification system which categorizes 

which activities in GDP belong to the ‘new economy’. The other metric, the New 

Economy Index, consists of 29 indicators divided over 5 categories, and shows 

the year-on-year growth of the new economy (see Appendix: table A.4). The next 

section conceptualizes the main characteristics of the GDP-debate and distinguishes 

between what I call post-material, technical and instrumental criticism.

5.3 Varieties of GDP criticism 

What I call post-material and technical criticism, predominantly feature in the 

debate about GDP and affect the development of new indicators. First, a post-

material criticism questions the appropriateness of GDP as a gauge for well-being. It 

highlights the fact that GDP cannot account for future limits of well-being because 

it fails to measure environmental depletion (e.g. Stiglitz et al., 2009), is a narrow, 
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materialist well-being measure, concentrating on the production of goods and 

services (Mügge, 2020; Smith, 2012), and by excluding unpaid household labor 

undervalues non-monetary activities that contribute to well-being (DeRock, 2019; 

Hoskyns and Rai, 2007). This is a form of conceptual criticism that questions the 

validity of the indicator. It emphasizes that the indicator assesses the wrong aspects 

and ends up measuring something it should not represent at all, a measure of well-

being with normative biases and blind spots.  

Second, what I call a technical criticism emphasizes that GDP increasingly fails 

to accurately measure the economy. Globalization and digitalization make it 

increasingly difficult to capture changes to the real economy and measure the value 

of specific sectors such as the public sector, in GDP (Atkinson, 2005; Bean, 2016; 

Coyle and Mitra-Kahn, 2017; United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 

2011). Technical criticism calls into question the reliability of the indicator. The 

indicator cannot consistently measure what it is supposed to measure and fails to 

provide accurate information. 

The criticism of GDP has reverberated in the indicators that have been developed as 

a response to the GDP-debate. Discussions on GDP are often met with a call for new 

measures solving the post-material and technical limitations of the indicator (e.g. 

Stiglitz et al., 2009). The GDP-debate remains focused on the best alternatives and 

adjustments to GDP (e.g. Barrington-Leigh & Escande, 2018; Berik, 2018; Bleys, 2012; 

Costanza et al., 2009; van den Bergh & Antal, 2014). As a result, many stakeholders 

have developed a plethora of new indicators providing new measures of well-being 

or a more accurate measure of the economy (Atkinson, 2005; Hoekstra, 2019). These 

indicators re-iterate the existing GDP debate, focusing on measurement biases and 

limitations, rather than establishing the underlying political and social factors that 

shape the debate and new indicators. 

Four aspects are underappreciated in scholarly discussions about GDP. First and 

foremost, it identifies a limited amount of criticisms of GDP. It mainly focuses 

on the level of measurement deficiencies and fails to systematically review 

dissatisfaction with the concrete applications of the indicator in society. The GDP 

literature describes the indicator as powerful and influential, emphasizing that the 

indicator shapes how we value the economy and well-being (e.g. Lepenies, 2016; 

Philipsen, 2015). However, it lacks an analysis of how GDP is directly consequential 

and institutionalized in society, including stakeholders’ dissatisfaction with the 
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concrete applications of the indicator. Hence, it is an open question whether and 

how criticism of GDP’s specific applications is reflected in the development of new 

indicators, or affects GDP’s status in general. 

Second, we know little about the reasons behind GDP’s continued primacy (Felice, 

2016). Research focuses mostly on the historical origins of the measure and pays less 

attention to its contemporary persistence and what causes dissatisfaction with GDP, 

beyond measurement limitations (Coyle, 2015; Lepenies, 2016; Philipsen, 2015). 

Third, only recently has research provided insights into what drives the demand 

for Beyond-GDP indicators and determines their (un)successful implementation 

(Bleys and Whitby, 2015; Chancel et al., 2014; Hayden and Wilson, 2016; Seaford, 

2013). It finds that politicians’ and statisticians’ support boost the production of 

indicators and that Beyond-GDP indicators are used limitedly in policymaking. 

However, these studies fail to distinguish between different criticisms of GDP and 

trace how they fuel the development of new indicators. A fourth blind spot is that 

most analyses of the GDP-debate or new indicators, focus on the Western context. 

Therefore, the current debate does not provide an exhaustive and representative 

overview of criticisms of GDP, and fails to systematically address the political 

and institutional context in which it resides. The next section develops these 

underexplored issues of the GDP literature, introducing instrumental criticism as a 

new level of contestation with GDP. 

Instrumental criticism – Indicators as governance tools

The governance through indicators’ literature focuses on the political and social 

context of indicators and has addressed their instrumental functions. Indicators 

are useful as governance tools in three ways. First, they are tools of political 

legitimation. Political stakeholders use indicators to strengthen their authority 

by improving outsiders’ perception on a range of political, economic and social 

issues. The primary function of the indicator is to convince, rather than to measure 

(Assa, 2018: 147; Espeland, 2015). Second, indicators are accountability tools. The 

information they provide is used to evaluate performance (Davis et al., 2012b: 

9–10; Muller, 2018). Third, indicators are tools for (economic) policy steering. They 

reflect political priorities and policy aspirations, for example as national goals in 

strategic plans or throughout the policy implementation and evaluation process 

(e.g. Shangodoyin & Lasisi, 2011). 
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As governance tools, indicators are used in a specific way or form. Politicians or 

journalists mention them in political speeches, debates or articles, to portray a 

successful performance or an opponents’ failure. Furthermore, they are used as 

official targets or benchmarks in bureaucratic evaluation schemes. Indicators are 

consequential because they are politically embedded through their concrete uses 

as a governance tool. They affect politics because of their political meaning and 

cause an immediate reaction because political stakeholders are obliged by law or 

forced by official procedures to respond to statistical reports. These uses cause 

political friction and might evoke criticism of indicators.

Unlike post-material and technical criticism, instrumental criticism scrutinizes how 

the indicator is politically embedded, pointing to the limitations of its discursive 

and institutional uses. It shows how it fails to support its purpose as governance tool, 

but does not fixate on the indicator’s methodological or measurement deficiencies. 

Mostly politicians, citizens or stakeholders affected by the uses of the indicator 

will express this type of criticism which reflects how and why the application of 

the indicator disturbs their interests. It does not display dissatisfaction with the 

validity or reliability of the indicator, but with its usefulness as governance tool.

Similar to post-material and technical criticism, instrumental criticism can also 

drive the development of new indicators. Their production can be a direct response 

to other indicators’ limitations as governance tools. New indicators are developed 

to replace the old indicator because they serve its original purpose better. However, 

this does not always have to be the case. Multiple indicators can also indirectly 

challenge each other when their use as governance tool is similar. For example, 

they challenge each other’s function by steering policy in an opposite direction 

or providing two different types of political legitimation. This form of criticism 

does not necessarily include mentioning an explicit criticism of a specific indicator. 

In fact, new indices could still include or make reference to the old indicator. 

Nevertheless, this indirect instrumental criticism implies, that in the process of 

developing new indicators, they invade the territory of the existing indicator. 

They specifically compete with the old indicator, its political uses or function as 

governance tool, or that which the old indicator represented. This happens for 

example when new indicators are added as part of an assessment and thereby 

the weight of the old indicator declines. New indicators discredit the function or 

meaning of the old indicator or adjust it in such a way that it reduces the importance 
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of the old indicator as a governance tool. Because developing and applying the new 

indicator has implications for the status and application of the existing indicator; 

it is a form of contestation itself. Therefore, instrumental criticism is a much 

broader phenomenon than conceptual and technical criticism because it focuses 

on the uses of (new) indicators and their implications. It allows for the inclusion 

of the consequences of GDP and political interests in the indicator as a cause for 

being critical of the indicator, and as part of the rationale behind developing new 

indicators. The next section analyzes which criticisms of GDP have influenced the 

development of the Xiaokang Index, Green GDP and NEI.

5.4 GDP criticism and new indicators in China 

This chapter finds that debates about GDP in China move away from identifying 

conceptual biases and blind spots. Instead, instrumental GDP criticisms, which 

emphasize the deficiencies of the indicator as a political legitimation and 

bureaucratic evaluation tool in China’s political governance system, dominate 

the debate and are woven into discussions about new indicators. Instrumental 

criticisms reverberate in the development of new indicators, which emerge to solve 

these deficiencies and challenge GDP’s function as a performance legitimation tool. 

The next part describes how GDP criticisms are part of the development of 

new indicators in China. It first reflects on instrumental criticism, which is 

underrepresented in the GDP literature but important in the Chinese case, and 

then describes striking parallels regarding GDP criticisms and the development of 

indicators in China and elsewhere. The first section describes how new indicators 

in China are a form of instrumental criticism itself, because their use challenges 

GDP’s position as a political legitimation tool. The second section analyzes how 

explicit criticism of the applications of GDP as a government tool drove the 

development of new indicators. 

The third section draws a first parallel between China and the GDP-debate 

identified in the literature, showing how technical criticisms of GDP played a 

role in the development of NEI. Technical criticism plays an important role in 

understanding contestation over GDP in China, because it proves an obstruction 

to the development and uptake of new indicators, limiting ways of successfully 

contesting the GDP indicator. Actors that do not buy into instrumental criticism 
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might be more susceptible to technical criticism of GDP. After all, technical criticism 

appears more ‘objective’ and ‘a-political’ than instrumental criticism because it 

focuses on methodology and measurement choices, whereas the latter focuses 

on the political embeddedness of indicators. The fourth and last section of the 

analysis goes beyond GDP criticism, but focuses on the factors that influence the 

development and uptake of new indicators both in China and elsewhere, namely 

technical criticism and particularly the statistical norms of statisticians. 

5.4.1 Criticism of GDP as a political legitimation tool
The first finding of this chapter is that instrumental criticism of GDP is an essential 

characteristic of the Chinese GDP-debate, which in turn feeds the development 

of new indicators in China. In fact, new indicators are themselves a form of 

instrumental criticism. By being used as performance legitimacy tools they 

challenge GDP’s similar function and address the limitations of this application. 

The indicators studied in this article all contribute to the performance legitimacy 

strategy of the CCP. They are constructed to function as evaluation standards, their 

content reflects changes in the type of performance legitimacy the CCP strives 

for, and they support political slogans that form the basis of the CCP’s ideological 

discourse. 

Of the three indicators discussed here, the Xiaokang Index is most clearly embedded 

into the political legitimacy strategy of the CCP and challenges the importance of 

GDP in that strategy. It derives its name [小康] ‘relatively well-off’, from an official 

political goal that was proposed by high-level politicians such as Deng Xiaoping 

in the early economic reform period, late 1970s and early 1980s. The goal justifies 

the CCP’s rule, namely to reach a specific level of development and ‘Modernize 

China’, by 2050 (Li, 2010: 342). The Xiaokang Index supports the CCP’s performance 

legitimacy strategy but is not limited strictly to economic performance or GDP 

growth. The form of the index emphasizes evaluating (government) performance. 

All indicators have specific standards, defining what it means to have reached a 

‘relatively well-off’ development level at a specific moment in time (see Appendix: 

tables A.1; A.2; A.3). These Xiaokang standards represent political promises and 

provide concrete benchmarks for citizens to evaluate the Party’s performance 

on a range of issues. Additionally, the specific indicators and weights assigned to 

them indicate to which type of performance legitimacy, the CCP adheres. However, 
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including timely performance standards means that the CCP commits to regular 

updates of the index, once standards are achieved. Adjusting the index creates 

an opportunity to challenge not only the type of justification for the CCP’s rule, 

but also the position of certain indicators in the index, including their use as a 

performance legitimacy tool. 

Over time the content of the index has changed, reflecting different types of 

(conflicting) performance legitimacy strategies, and altering the position of GDP 

in that strategy. The 1992 Index promoted the economic performance legitimacy 

strategy the CCP relied on since the late 1970s (Yang and Zhao, 2015; Zhao, 2009a; 

Zhu, 2011). The strategy was based on creating economic growth and material well-

being. The index (see Appendix: table A.1) assigns the highest weight to the per 

capita GNP-indicator and the category, ‘objective economic conditions’. Chapter 4 

showed that between the late 1970s and early 2000s, the CCP explicitly used GDP 

as a political legitimation tool. Chinese politicians appropriated a GNP-per capita 

target of $800 by the year 2000, as part of the ‘Xiaokang’-concept. As a result the 

target became a central component of the CCPs economic development strategy 

and was included in the index (NBS Xiaokang Research Group, 1992).

However, in the early 2000s, the existing economic performance legitimacy 

strategy came under pressure, and the CCP needed new tools to justify its rule. 

After years of economic growth, it faced challenges on income inequality, pollution 

and health care (UNDP, 2005). In 2004, when discussion intensified, the party 

made the quest for legitimacy explicit (Gilley and Holbig, 2009: 342). Party school 

journals published more articles identifying challenges to the CCPs legitimacy, 

some of them sharply criticized the excessive reliance on economic growth and 

the negative consequences on society (Gilley and Holbig, 2009: 342–3, 350–1). The 

CCP introduced new ideological concepts to support a new type of performance 

legitimacy (Gilley and Holbig, 2009). A new political slogan ‘Building a well-off 

society in an all-round way’, was introduced during the Sixteenth National Congress 

of the CCP in 2002, and extended the old Xiaokang concept. The goal reflected the 

party’s concern about existing sources of legitimacy and directed attention away 

from a focus on economic growth only. In his speech Jiang Zemin pushed a broader 

set of development goals: 
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“While seeking speed, we should pay attention to structure, quality 

and efficiency, and while propelling economic development, 

we should take into consideration population, resources and the 

environment” (People’s Daily, 2002).

These new political slogans shaped the content of new indicators, broadening the 

range of performance issues and affected GDP’s position in the index. In 2004, the 

Xiaokang Index went into revision. The input of political stakeholders involved in 

this process reflects the shift in China’s development goals and the diminishing 

role of economic growth in it. They advised: 

“When choosing an indicator system for building a Xiaokang 

society comprehensively, we must not only focus on economic 

indicators, but also on human indicators, resource indicators and 

environmental indicators.” (RGNDRC, 2004).

As a result of the revision process, the content of the index changed, posing a 

challenge to the position of the GDP indicator in the performance legitimation 

strategy. The NBS included more categories and indicators to reflect the newly 

extended Xiaokang concept (Xu, 2009b; see Appendix: table A.2). Weights of the 

indicators and categories changed, putting more emphasis on the environment 

and other social goals. The GDP per capita indicator’s weight decreased from 15 

to 12 out of 100 points. Similar changes were made when the Eighteenth National 

Congress in 2012 formulated new requirements for the political slogan, ‘Building 

a well-off society in an all-round way’ (Yang, 2016). The five categories of the index 

reflected new political priority areas formulated by the National Congress (Embassy 

of the PRC to the USA, 2012; Zhang, 2016; see table A.3). The number of indicators 

drastically increased from 23 to 39 and the weight of the economic development 

category and the GDP indicator decreased again. The changes clearly reflected 

adjustments to the CCPs performance legitimacy strategy and showed how GDP’s 

prominence in that strategy had been declining. The revised indices functioned as 

a form of instrumental criticism of GDP because they challenged the indicator’s 

prominence as a performance legitimacy tool. 

Besides adjusting the Xiaokang Index, other new indicators were also developed 

to reflect changes in the CCP’s legitimacy strategy, and as a result contested GDP’s 

function in that strategy. In 2004, when the Xiaokang Index revision process 
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started, the NBS also initiated the development of Green GDP. Before the early 

2000s, environmental accounting was largely an academic and professional 

endeavor, but then public intellectuals and experts increasingly pressed for Green 

GDP, and the NBS and SEPA focused attention on the topic (Gao, 2016; Wang et 

al., 2004: 4–5). In 2003, the Chinese Council for International Cooperation on 

Environment and Development recommended that the Chinese government speed 

up the development of a Green GDP indicator (Ministry of Ecology & Environment 

PRC China, 2003). Additionally, a number of proposals about Green GDP were 

submitted to the National People’s Congress and the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference (Gao, 2016: 230). 

The call for Green GDP reflects how the environment became a prominent topic 

on the political agenda and challenged the prominence of other goals, such as 

economic growth. In 2003, the concept ‘Scientific Outlook on Development’  

[科学发展观] entered Chinese politics (Beijing Review, 2011). It made sustainable 

development a key political goal which promised to balance economic development 

with a social and ecological focus (Holbig and Gilley, 2010: 406). New goals competed 

with economic goals on the highest political level. The new ideological discourse 

provided support for organizations inside the Chinese bureaucracy to develop tools 

that strengthened its ability to cope with environmental problems (Wang, 2007). 

One of the tools was Green GDP. In 2004, President Hu Jintao himself called for the 

establishment of a green national accounting system, after which the NBS started 

to develop the indicator. 

“We need to study green national economic accounting methods, 

and need to explore an evaluation system that integrates resource 

consumption, environmental losses and benefits during the 

development process into the level of economic development.” (Hu 

Jintao in J. Wang et al., 2004, p. 2). 

Similar to the Xiaokang Index and Green GDP, New Economic Indicators reflect 

changes in the CCP’s political legitimation strategy and are an instrumental criticism 

of GDP. They point to the limitations of GDP as a political legitimation tool. NEI 

reframe economic development and deflect attention from GDP underperformance. 

The new economy plays an important role in the political legitimacy of the CCP as 

one of the driving forces behind achieving a ‘new normal’. This official political 

concept first appeared in 2013 and aimed at framing economic slowdown in a 
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positive light (Holbig, 2018). In 2012, GDP growth rates for the first time in decades 

fell below the threshold of eight percent, the figure Chinese economists estimated to 

be necessary to absorb the growing workforce, keep the export-oriented economic 

machine rolling and maintain social stability (Holbig, 2018: 343). These declining 

growth figures posed a threat to the CCP’s legitimacy. After all, the Party has been 

deriving its legitimacy from economic performance and concrete GDP growth, 

since the late 1970s. The new normal proposed a shift from high-speed economic 

growth to medium-to-high speed growth with innovation as one of the driving 

forces (Holbig, 2018: 346). A Chinese statistician acknowledged the importance of a 

new economic impetus to moderate declining economic growth rates: 

“The pressure of the decline in the growth rate of the traditional 

Chinese economy is relatively large. From 10.6 percent in 2010 to 

somewhere between six percent and seven percent after 2015, 

China’s economic growth rate has fallen sharply. The economy was 

cooling which brought quite some pressure. It is a very important 

intention that China hopes to find a new impetus, for example a 

new economy that could compensate for the losses of the traditional 

economic downturn and maintain economic stability.” (Interview 10) 

By presenting a positive message about economic development despite declining 

growth rates, the NEI supports the ‘new normal’ strategy. The ‘new economy value-

added to GDP’-metric, deflects attention from declining overall GDP growth figures. 

It shows high growth rates for the ‘new economy’ growing faster than overall GDP 

growth rates. A Chinese news article, for example uses the indicator to report about 

14.1 percent growth of the new economy in 2017 (Lin, 2018). Furthermore, the 

indicators put emphasis on successfully restructuring the Chinese economy and 

show how the new economy alleviates declining growth rates. NEI thus indirectly 

criticize GDP’s use as a political legitimation tool because they show how declining 

growth rates fail to convince, as the basis of performance legitimacy. The indicators 

attempt to solve GDP’s inability to convince, by reframing economic performance 

in terms of lower GDP growth rates and structural economic adjustments. 

The development of new indicators as political tools in the performance legitimacy 

strategy of China can be regarded as an instrumental criticism of GDP. The new 

indicators challenge the function and status of GDP, as justification for the CCP’s rule. 

Besides economic performance, the Xiaokang Index and Green GDP add new types of 
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performance, NEI reframe what constitutes economic performance and copes with 

the declining persuasiveness of GDP in the legitimacy strategy. Consequently, the 

development of these indicators contests the function of GDP as a political tool.

5.4.2 Criticism of GDP as bureaucratic evaluation tool
Direct criticism of GDP’s concrete applications in China’s bureaucratic governance 

system also characterizes the GDP-debate in China and contributes to the 

development of new indicators. Discontent focuses on the excessive weight of 

GDP targets vis-à-vis other political targets on the local political level. Chinese 

policymakers involved in the development of new indicators have expressed 

concerns about this phenomenon. During the consultation process for revising 

the Xiaokang Index in 2004, the Research Group of the NDRC warned about the 

position of GDP targets: 

“First, we need to be vigilant that local governments design their 

local Xiaokang goal and its “compliance” plan solely based on GDP 

growth. Second, we need to prevent different regions from deploying 

various “compliance” tasks based on quadrupling GDP per capita 

regardless of local foundation, conditions, and characteristics.” 

(RGNDRC, 2004).

It shows the NDRC’s concerns about the narrow conceptualization of ‘Xiaokang’ 

targets on the local level, focusing on GDP growth only. The Index not only provides 

a template for national policy goals, but local development targets are derived from 

it as well. Particularly in the 1990s, excessive weight was given to GDP growth 

targets in local political plans and evaluation schemes (Burns and Zhiren, 2010). As 

a result, many local policies focused on hitting GDP growth targets at the expense 

of other development goals or by manipulating official statistics (Rawski, 2000: 

10–1; Whiting, 2004: 110–1). Reducing the weight of GDP in the Xiaokang Index 

and adding additional indicators could incentivize local politicians to move away 

from GDP and set broader development goals. Changes to the Xiaokang Index in 

2008 and 2013, described in the previous section, therefore also seem to directly 

correspond to the instrumental criticism of policymakers on the functioning of 

GDP targets, on the local level.
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Concerns over GDP targets within the local performance assessment system also 

played a role in developing Green GDP. Policymakers and politicians envisioned 

Green GDP as a bureaucratic tool solving undesirable effects of local GDP targets, 

specifically the imbalance between economic growth and other development 

goals. When proposing to develop the green national environmental accounting 

system, President Hu Jintao called for improvements in the assessment system. 

He particularly mentioned the inclusion of environmental performance indicators 

that integrate resource consumption and environmental losses and benefits, into 

the level of economic development (Hu, 2004). The SEPA also considered the uptake 

of Green GDP as an improvement to the local performance evaluation system: 

“With regard to the issue of local government performance 

measurement, some experts put forward the concept of green 

GDP. […] Green GDP should be an improved design. If realized, 

it would really simplify the performance measurement of local 

governments.” (MEP, 2005).

 The Chinese government actively explored the possibility of including Green GDP 

in the assessment system. With the Norwegian national statistical office it discussed 

how to construct performance measures of economic development, measures that 

included natural resources and environmental degradation at the local, regional 

and national level (Alfsen et al., 2006). The official Green GDP pilot set-up in 2004, 

also shows an interest in using the indicator as a local evaluation tool. The SEPA 

and NBS started pilots in different provinces, municipalities and autonomous 

regions (Wang et al., 2004: 9). Calculating local estimates of Green GDP served the 

aims of policymakers wishing to develop a measure which displayed comparable 

information about local governments’ performance. After releasing the first official 

Green GDP statistics, SEPA wanted to use the results to improve environmental 

economic management policies and adjust the cadre performance assessment 

system (China Net, 2006). It reveals that Green GDP was developed with a specific 

goal, namely to hold local governments accountable to sustainable development 

policies and mitigate the negative consequences of rapid economic growth. As a 

political and bureaucratic tool in the performance assessment system it was meant 

to solve deficiencies of the local GDP targets.

The indicator caused pushback from local governments precisely because the 

intention was to apply it as political evaluation tool. Green GDP directly challenged 
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the role of GDP in the performance assessment of local politicians. Pursuing economic 

growth and hitting GDP targets had been a central part of local policymaking in the 

last decades. For most local politicians their accomplishments in terms of Green 

GDP, compared to GDP, would seem far less positive and negatively affect their 

performance evaluation. Therefore, cities in the Green GDP project were hesitant 

about cooperating with the agency responsible (Li and Lang, 2010: 52). Some local 

governments asked the SEPA and NBS not to publicly report the calculations (ibid.) 

and the opposition from local governments contributed to the indefinite delay of 

the Green GDP project in 2007 (Li and Lang, 2010: 52–3). The indicator disappeared 

from political debates and has not been implemented in the local performance 

assessment system. This shows that instrumental criticism can both drive the 

development of new indicators and obstruct it, because of stakeholders’ conflicting 

interests over the use of GDP as governance tool.  

The analysis shows that concrete institutionalized uses of GDP in China’s 

governance system provoke criticism of the indicator. Criticism focuses on the 

consequences of using GDP targets in the local performance assessment system, 

pointing to instrumental limitations and the political consequences of using the 

indicator. Policymakers have an interest in solving these deficiencies and develop 

new indicators as a response. In many other countries that have developed new 

indicators, GDP is not used for official targets and therefore its concrete political 

consequences are more difficult to identify at first glance. However, the Chinese 

case demonstrates that analyzing the uses of GDP clearly delineates political power 

relations over GDP and new indicators, especially compared to post-material and 

technical criticism, where political consequences are hidden beneath measurement 

choices. These insights can help us understand why new measurements are not 

developed or taken up, despite the various criticisms of GDP. 

5.4.3 Technical criticism of GDP 
Although the findings show that instrumental GDP criticism is unjustly 

underappreciated in the Western GDP-debate, the situation in China is not all that 

different. There are important similarities between the Chinese GDP-debate, and 

debates elsewhere. The second finding of this chapter is that, in China, technical 

criticism of GDP has driven the development of new indicators, particularly the 

NEI. Chinese policymakers have criticized government statistics, including GDP, for 
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the lack of accurate information it provides about rapid changes in the economy. 

The NBS, as well as other academic stakeholders and former statisticians, identified 

challenges that the ‘new economy’ poses to traditional statistics and statistical 

frameworks, such as GDP or the System of National Accounts (SNA) (NBS, 2017b; 

Xu, 2016; Yan, 2016). They point out that the SNA cannot account for the economic 

activity of new businesses providing products without monetary transactions, that 

products such as free apps, and major innovative quality improvements of products 

are hard to capture in price indexes (Xu, 2016). Furthermore, the ‘sharing economy’ 

and e-commerce make it increasingly difficult to measure economic interaction 

between households and self-service platforms, such as Didi Chuxing (Chinese 

ride-hailing transport application) which blurs the boundaries between consumer 

and investment products (Interview 01; NBS, 2017b: 11–2; Xu, 2016). Due to these 

problems, GDP and other government statistics provide limited information 

about developments in the new economy and merely inform policymakers about 

traditional economic activities, such as manufacturing of tangible goods (Yan, 

2016). This type of criticism corresponds to the technical criticism of GDP from 

statisticians, policymakers and academics elsewhere.

Because of GDP’s limited ability to measure the new economy, Chinese policymakers 

requested new statistics from the NBS that could help macroeconomic management 

departments, such as the National Development and Reform Commission and the 

State Council, in the policymaking process (Interview 10). Zhu De, deputy director 

of the NBS emphasized the need for statistical information on the ‘new economy’: 

““Three new”12 statistics are urgently needed in the work of 

macro decision-making, economic management, planning and 

development, formulation of plans and making relevant industrial 

policies.” (NBS, 2017c).

The NEI respond to technical criticism of traditional indicators by presenting 

missing information to policymakers. The new industry classification system 

provides a definition of what constitutes the new economy. From the SNA it singles 

out new industries, business forms and business models in which technological 

innovation plays an important role (Chen, 2017). According to the NBS director, 

this system improves economic management because it informs policymakers 

who draft national economic development plans or industry development plans, 

12 The concept NBS uses to describe new economic statistics. 
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about strategic and emerging sectors (NBS, 2017d). The NBS uses the classification 

to develop a new indicator calculating the value-added of the new economy as part 

of GDP. This indicator allows policymakers to analyze to which extent (parts of) 

the new economy drive overall economic growth. Additionally, the NBS develops 

a New Economy Index which provides a broader perspective on the new economy 

including 29 indicators divided over 5 categories (see Appendix: table A.4). The 

indicators describe those aspects that are important to the development of the new 

economy, from education level to growth of technology businesses, internet access 

and amount of R&D spending. The index provides information to macroeconomic 

management departments about the new economy (Interview 10). Similar to other 

countries around the world, technical criticism of GDP combined with the need 

from policymakers for new and updated information on the economy, contributes 

to the development of new indicators in China.

5.4.4 Statistical norms and criticism of new indicators 
The third finding identifies a parallel between Chinese statisticians and statisticians 

elsewhere regarding their attitude to GDP and the development of new indicators. 

In both cases statisticians are well-aware and engage with GDP criticisms, however 

they reject adjustments or alternatives to GDP on the basis of shared statistical 

norms. They highly value the reliability and comparability of statistics and feel 

reticent about producing methodologically unsound indicators (Chancel et al., 

2014; DeRock, 2019; Mügge and Linsi, 2020). In China, Green GDP’s methodological 

soundness has been a particular object of statisticians’ concern. To measure the 

original Green GDP concept, statisticians have to produce a large range of emission 

statistics, calculate natural depletion costs and include social costs (Rauch and Chi, 

2010: 109–10; Wang et al., 2006: 4–5). Chinese statisticians have been hesitant to 

statistically valuate environmental and social costs, since the estimation can be 

considered subjective and has no solid methodological basis (Interview 10). There 

are no internationally accepted standards for measuring Green GDP on which they 

can base their choices. This puts statisticians in a tough position. Their choices 

are not backed up by statistical norms, but affect Green GDP statistics. Therefore, 

without clear international guidelines, Chinese statisticians prefer to refrain 

from putting a price on environmental and social costs and feel reticent about 

producing official Green GDP statistics (Interview 10; Rauch and Chi, 2010: 110–
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1). Additionally, Chinese statisticians had relatively little experience measuring 

Green GDP. They mostly focused on measuring pollution emissions rather than 

other variables that are part of the indicator. Due to a lack of experience with 

the data and difficulty of collecting and valuing a broad range of environmental 

and social costs, the NBS and other stakeholders expressed their concern about 

the methodological soundness of the measurement procedure (Deng, 2007; Li and 

Lang, 2010: 55; Qiu, 2007). 

In China and elsewhere, these statistical norms and the influence of statisticians 

over developing new indicators stand in the way of adjusting GDP or developing 

Beyond-GDP indicators (Bleys and Whitby, 2015: 167; Chancel et al., 2014; DeRock, 

2019; Hoekstra, 2019). In China, technical criticisms of Green GDP contributed to 

the form, a conservative measure of Green GDP, and the eventual dismissal of the 

indicator. Furthermore, due to experts’ concerns about the measure, the indicator 

lost the necessary credibility. In combination with the political pressure on the 

indicator the implementation of a Chinese Green GDP system came under scrutiny. 

Now the project is largely a statistical professional endeavor in which Chinese 

statisticians and researchers continue studying environmental accounting (Wang 

et al., 2011: 197–8).

5.5 Conclusion

This chapter has studied the politics of contestation over GDP in China by tracing 

how GDP criticisms are reflected in the development of new indicators. It shows that 

in China, debates about GDP move away from identifying its post-material biases 

and blind spots. Instead, criticism of GDP concentrates on the pathologies of the 

indicator as a tool in China’s political governance system. New indicators emerge 

primarily to solve these deficiencies and consequently challenge GDP’s prominent 

position in the CCP’s performance legitimacy strategy. Both aspects are a form of 

instrumental criticism, a type of criticism that is underrepresented in GDP-debates 

in the West. These findings suggest that in order to understand contestation over 

GDP we have to look beyond (the diverging opinions about) its measurement, 

and into the political struggles that shape the uses of the indicator and how it is 

embedded in society. Although GDP measurement is internationally harmonized, 

the indicator is adopted, mobilized and institutionalized differently across different 

national contexts. The various ways through which GDP consolidates, affects 
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patterns of support and contestation over GDP. This chapter has shown that in 

the Chinese case, the institutionalization of indicators in performance legitimacy 

strategies and as a bureaucratic tool in the governance system matters because it 

shapes debates about GDP, and drives the development of new indicators. 

This analysis indicates that including instrumental criticism in the analysis 

of GDP politics provides insight into the political interests in the indicator that 

shape political stakeholders’ dissatisfaction with it. The Chinese case shows 

that instrumental criticism, reflecting users’ demands for applying indicators as 

governance tools, creates both obstructions and opportunities for new indicators to 

challenge GDP’s position in society. The institutional embeddedness of GDP gives 

some political stakeholders an interest in preserving the indicator’s uses and puts 

a halt to the development of new indicators, as in the case of Green GDP. However, 

if powerful actors in society voice instrumental criticism, it is more likely that 

discussions about GDP will lead to actual change. For developing new indicators, 

politicians’ support tends to be crucial (Chancel et al., 2014). In China, where 

indicators are embedded in the political system and institutionalized through 

multiple instrumental applications, new indicators are more likely to be actually 

put into use in policymaking and bureaucratic decision-making processes. In fact, 

some provinces already (planned to) incorporate the successor of Green GDP, the 

Green Development Index, in the local performance assessment system (China 

Youth Daily, 2017; Hang and Li, 2017; Wu, 2017). Instrumental criticism of GDP says 

something about the potential of a country or organization to act as a vanguard for 

alternative measures of well-being. Because indicators are more likely to be applied 

as governance tools in China, new indicators could make a real impact, shifting 

local governments’ priorities away from a narrow focus on GDP growth. 

Furthermore, the analysis reveals that in China, as elsewhere, indicator factors 

and the producers’ opinions about the quality of statistical measurements affect 

the support and contestation of new indicators. The research points to the similar 

attitude experts have towards GDP and the development of new indicators. Chinese 

statisticians share statistical norms regarding the methodological soundness of 

indicators with the international statistical community. Additionally, they seek 

international cooperation and express their need for international statistical 

guidelines. This finding is important, because consensus among experts improves 

their agency over the production of new indicators. Experts’ opinions affect the 
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credibility of new indicators which influences their successful adoption. A common 

professional stance on what constitutes a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ measure, complemented 

with international statistical standards, sets powerful precedents for the 

development of new indicators. Therefore, next to politicians, experts prove to be 

crucial stakeholders in shaping the resilience of GDP. 

Even though this last chapter shows experts have power over new indicators 

and attach value to international statistical guidelines, it is an open question 

whether Chinese statisticians are also able to shape the international statistical 

standards that determine GDP measurement. Thus, the final empirical chapter of 

this thesis concentrates on the role of experts by examining the governance over 

GDP measurement on the international level. It specifically traces the ability of 

Chinese statisticians to determine how we measure our economy and analyzes the 

conditions that shape their engagement in the transnational expert communities 

that draft GDP’s statistical standards. 
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6.1 Introduction

Economic statistics are omnipresent in global governance. They determine member 

states’ voting shares and financial contributions to international organizations 

(IOs), shape countries’ borrowing eligibilities, and affect judgements about their 

performance through global benchmarks. How we measure the economy therefore, 

is consequential and shapes what gets valued, who decides and who benefits from 

global governance arrangements. Decisions about how we measure economic 

statistics are made in what this thesis calls, Global Indicator Governance (GIG). This 

refers to a set of internationally coordinated initiatives in which a network of IOs, 

forums and states, debate, draft and support the implementation of the statistical 

standards that form the basis for the production of a range of economic indicators. 

China’s position in GIG has been developing since it started to participate as a relative 

late comer in 1985 when it first measured GDP. In 1993, it switched to the System of 

National Accounts (SNA), which forms the basis of GIG. Since the late 1990s, China 

increasingly engaged in GIG by subscribing to the IMF’s General Data Dissemination 

System and participating in the International Comparison Program (ICP). Although 

China has developed from being an outsider and hesitant new member, to full member 

and deepening its participation, it still acts merely as rule-taker, adopting international 

statistical standards. Despite China’s rise and increased engagement in many areas of 

global governance, particularly since the 2008 financial crisis, its influence in GIG has 

been rather limited. Therefore, this chapter asks: Why is the impact of China’s rise 

limited in GIG and how does that shape Chinese engagement?   

The expanding literature on China’s engagement in global governance addresses 

to which extent China’s economic rise translates into influence in international 

institutions. It has shown that material power and immediate economic interests 

insufficiently explain China’s lack of influence in various governance areas (e.g. 

Shambaugh, 2013). Instead, studies point to the lack of regulatory capacity and 

expertise constraining China’s influence (e.g. Walter, 2015). However, only a few 

have examined the political dynamics of expertise to explain Chinese engagement 

(e.g. Knaack and Gruin, 2020). This chapter builds on this debate and aims to give 

further insight into mechanisms and underlying social power structures that 

condition China’s engagement in global governance (de Graaff et al., 2020: 3). It 

focuses attention on power dynamics within transnational expert groups, including 

social interaction and recognition within epistemic communities. 
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The main finding of the chapter is that the expertise-driven nature of GIG limits the 

ability of Chinese representatives to influence GIG. Chinese statisticians seem to 

face three barriers of engagement affecting their recognition within the epistemic 

community that governs international statistical standards. First, because of their 

limited representation in statistical expert groups they do not belong to the small 

core of experts who have power to draft standards and decide about statistical 

governance. Second, Chinese statisticians have less experience and specialized 

knowledge regarding drafting statistical standards. Third, they also have less 

experience debating statistical standards in a foreign language. The findings suggest 

that both attaining the appropriate skill set and having a long-standing presence 

in a small expert group, determine the extent to which Chinese statisticians are 

recognized and their preferences are taken up by powerful governors in GIG. The 

Chinese case indicates that material power does not determine the ability to shape 

standards, but is mediated by technocracy and expertise. Therefore, studying how 

China’s GDP politics play out in the global political arena, serves to test existing 

theories of power in global standard-setting.

Additionally, this chapter shows that Chinese representatives deal with these 

expert dynamics in different ways, depending on whether statistical initiatives 

have immediate political consequences. When statistical standards have minor 

implications, Chinese statisticians act in accordance with GIG’s expert driven 

nature and epistemic group dynamics. However, when faced with immediate 

consequences, political tensions over statistical governance arise and Chinese 

statisticians express dissatisfaction with GIG, including dissatisfaction with the 

distribution of expert power. It shows that analyzing GDP politics through a broad 

perspective, linking the implications of indicators to political struggles over its 

measurement or uses, can help to explain under which circumstances tensions 

arise over GDP. Thus, the findings of this thesis can expand and further develop 

theories of GDP politics and enrich our understanding of the variety of GDP politics.

The findings are based on an analysis of Chinese representatives’ participation 

in the SNA and ICP. It covers the breadth of GIG, addressing statistical standards 

with immediate and less immediate consequences and analyzing the interaction 

of Chinese representatives with important stakeholders in GIG, the UN, World 

Bank and OECD. The chapter establishes the position and power of Chinese 

representatives in GIG, first by describing experts’ perception of Chinese influence 

and engagement in GIG. The analysis of Chinese engagement in the specific 
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cases supports these findings, for example by showing where and how Chinese 

statisticians failed to shape GIG according to their preferences.

The remainder of this chapter starts by reflecting on the sources of power in 

global governance and thereby builds on the insights generated in Chapter 2, 

about who holds power over statistical standards. It addresses explanations offered 

by the growing literature on China’s role in global governance and focuses on 

transnational power dynamics within expert communities. The subsequent section 

describes who rules in GIG. After that, this chapter examines how China’s ability 

to influence GIG is conditioned by expert power and how Chinese representatives 

respond to this in the SNA and ICP. 

6.2 Political power and expertise in global 
governance

6.2.1 Power sources and China’s influence in global 
governance
For many scholars, studying who has power in international relations, implies 

analyzing the material power of states. Material resources, in terms of economic 

weight, shape a states’ ability to advance their interests in the transnational 

political arena. This realist notion of power assumes that great powers are able 

to determine the rules and standards that constitute global governance (Drezner, 

2007; Mattli and Buthe, 2003). 

China’s rapid economic rise, especially since the global financial crisis, has 

renewed debates about the extent to which the international redistribution 

of material power affects global governance. Scholars argue that the country’s 

growing economic weight provides the basis for potential global influence (Beeson 

and Li, 2016; Huang, 2020), and China has been labelled a ‘threat’ to the status-

quo (Mearsheimer, 2010). According to this economistic power-based assumption, 

China’s growing material power explains its increased engagement and provides 

it with the ability to steer the standards, rules and organizations within global 

governance. 

However, studies examining China’s influence in global governance provide mixed 

evidence for this claim. In some areas, China has been able to use its material 
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resources to influence global economic regimes (Hopewell, 2019), while in others it 

lacks this power or it has not contributed to significant change (Shambaugh, 2013). 

For example, China was not able to effectively use its material bargaining power in 

bilateral negotiations with the US (Drezner, 2009). Other studies have shown that 

the country’s influence on global governance is limited (Gruin et al., 2018; Huang, 

2020), or that increased formal influence within IOs does not sufficiently reflect 

its weight in the global economy (Strand et al., 2016). Although China has become 

more active in global governance, it has not always been able to convert its growing 

material resources into influence (Shambaugh, 2013). 

China’s focus on its immediate (economic) interests has been identified as an 

important factor in explaining the country’s lack of leadership and limited 

influence in certain issue areas. A number of scholars have shown that whether 

China engages critically or is supportive of global governance arrangements 

depends on how the specific issue affects its national (economic) interests 

(Shambaugh, 2013; Zhang, 2017). Weinhardt & Ten Brink (2020) show that industry-

specific implications of global trade governance shape China’s variegated response. 

Zhang (2017) shows that in global financial governance the implications for China’s 

economic development explain incoherent stances. These type of cost-benefit and 

interest-based calculations also play a crucial role in explaining China’s behavior in 

international economic governance (Harpaz, 2016). 

At the same time, Chinese stakeholders are also increasingly engaging and have 

been invested in governance issues with less immediate and visible implications, 

such as standard-setting bodies. For example, since the 2000s China has been 

investing in technological standard-setting (Bach et al., 2006; Lee and Oh, 2006), 

and had a stake in the International Organization for Standardization by holding 

several secretariats (Nadvi, 2008). Despite being invested in these issues China often 

fails to shape the arrangements according to its preferences (Lee and Oh, 2006). 

In contrast, historical institutionalism points to (regulatory) capacity and expertise 

as alternative power sources limiting China’s ability to influence global governance. 

States with the longest standing experience, most developed procedures and control 

over their market and institutions wield the most influence over standard-setting 

processes (Farrell and Newman, 2010; Raustiala, 2002). This especially applies 

to highly technical and complex governance issues in which expert knowledge 

becomes even more important (Haas, 1992: 12). 
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Highly specialized knowledge gives expert communities power to influence 

policymaking and standard-setting procedures. Experts gain leverage or even 

moral authority from their knowledge and experience (Seabrooke and Tsingou, 

2016; Tsingou, 2015). It leaves them largely immune from formal constraints or 

political contestation by other stakeholders (Broome and Quirk, 2015a; Davis et 

al., 2012a), and provides them with the power to dominate the framing of specific 

issues (Sridhar, 2007) or enable mission-creep into new areas of governance (Littoz-

Monnet, 2017). 

The (lack of regulatory) capacity, capabilities or expertise has been identified as a 

factor explaining China’s inability to take up a leadership role in global governance 

(Chan et al., 2012; Lavenex and Jurje, 2019; Walter, 2015). Evidence shows that 

perceptions of expertise limit Chinese power (Knaack and Gruin, 2020), which 

points to the deeply political nature of expert governance. Scholars have long 

argued that expertise is not merely a technocratic exercise, but a political resource 

based on ideas and interests (Leander and Wæver, 2018; Seabrooke, 2014a; Sending, 

2015). This results in structural inequalities within expert communities, providing 

some experts with more influence than others (Seabrooke and Wigan, 2016; 

Sending, 2015). The next section refines the notion of expert power by focusing 

on the mechanisms and underlying social power structures that shape hierarchies 

within (transnational) expert communities. 

6.2.2 Hierarchies of power in expert communities 
Studies of China’s position in global governance have paid limited attention to 

transnational group dynamics as a factor shaping its ability to influence governance 

issues. The epistemic communities literature identifies social recognition of 

knowledge and capabilities as essential to the authority of experts (e.g. Haas, 

1992). Only a few scholars of global expert governance refer to this constructivist 

mechanism to identify hierarchies within (transnational) expert and professional 

communities. Sending (2015: 11–2) points out that authority between professionals 

is constructed on the basis of recognition. To gain authority within a field, experts 

accord with their field’s appropriate evaluation criteria. Tsingou (2015) stresses the 

importance of mutual recognition as a power source in global governance, in the 

context of elite ‘clubs’. This approach focuses on explaining why and when specific 

resources, institutional positions or skills are deemed authoritative, and reflects on 
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actors’ relational attributes (Sending, 2015: 12–3). It analyzes social interactions and 

the perceptions of those that ‘recognize’ and are ‘(mis)recognized’. It foregrounds 

social and psychological affinities, rather than material interests or institutional 

form (Tsingou, 2014). 

Therefore, to identify who has power in expert communities, this review reflects 

on factors shaping processes of in- and exclusion, in transnational communities. 

Tsingou (2015) distinguishes prestige and position as entry requirements for elite 

‘clubs’. Participants are accepted in exclusive groups on the basis of career history, 

network, level of seniority or high-level position in organizations and based on these 

(shared) traits, receive status and mutual recognition by peers. These characteristics 

give individual stakeholders’ prestige and influence within the group, and for the 

group as a whole, provides professional credibility to the outside world (ibid.).  

However, what counts as the appropriate knowledge and skills within a 

group depends on the recognition of peers. Studies show that in transnational 

communities, not all types of knowledge and skills are recognized as equally 

appropriate. For example, ‘global’ knowledge and managerial or technical skills 

prevail over ‘local’ knowledge and social science expertise (Ponte & Cheyns, 2013) 

and being capable of analytical and conceptual thinking is attributed to expatriates 

rather than local actors. This within-group recognition about experts’ skills and 

capacities is based on each other’s representations. Crewe & Fernando (2006: 45) 

argue that “the value in knowledge is graded in part by its source”, meaning that 

perception influences judgements about who possesses specific types of knowledge. 

This creates hierarchies of knowledge and capacity between stakeholders, leaving 

some experts with less influence over standard-setting and management than 

others (Crewe and Axelby, 2013: 78–9; ibid.). It contributes to ‘social’ exclusion, 

limiting the ability of some stakeholders to use their expertise as a source of power.

Different forms of interaction can contribute to (mis)recognition of experts’ 

authority within transnational communities and pose barriers to engagement. 

Although these barriers may be perceived, formed by personal assumptions or social 

interpretation, they can be real in their consequences, obstructing communication 

and shaping in- or exclusion within groups. First, selection and training define the 

membership and status of the profession (Cross, 2013: 150). Extensive and exclusive 

training boosts mutual acknowledgement among experts that have undergone this 

training, while posing barriers for those who lack training. Second, the frequency 
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and quality of meetings shapes interaction between members. When experts meet 

regularly, formally and informally, it creates strong ties and shared professional 

norms, increasing socialization and mutual recognition. Additionally, it shapes 

hierarchies between experts that are present and those who are not. Third, these 

shared professional norms set the protocol, procedures and standards of consensus-

building within a community. It shapes which type of issues and solutions are 

debatable. For example, a negotiation format centered around technical issues, 

could prevent the addressing of non-technical issues, for example, questions of 

justice (Ponte and Cheyns, 2013: 472). This creates inequality between stakeholders’ 

ability to influence standard-setting. Lastly, Cross (2013: 150) identifies common 

culture, the sense of purpose, identity, symbolism and heritage, as important factor 

that shapes in-group coherence. 

Here communication, and particularly language also shapes hierarchies within 

transnational (expert) communities. How language affects recognition within expert 

communities is hardly examined in the expert governance literature. However, 

development and business studies have provided insight into how language 

structures power in transnational communities, recognizing that “a language lens 

can expose asymmetrical power relations in organizations” (Itani et al., 2015: 376). 

It finds that language barriers harm collaboration in multinational companies 

by raising communication difficulties (Chen et al., 2006), hampering knowledge 

transfer (Lagerström and Andersson, 2003), harming the emotional environment 

(Tenzer and Pudelko, 2015) and reducing perceived team potency or creativity 

(Dotan-Eliaz et al., 2009). Many of these consequences involve the perception of self 

or others, such as experience of status-loss by non-native speakers (Neeley, 2013) or 

decreasing perceptions of colleagues’ trustworthiness (Tenzer et al., 2014).

These language barriers contribute to the unequal division of power within 

transnational communities, creating informal sources of power for those that 

that speak the dominant language. They are able to build broader networks and 

often hold higher positions (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999; Tenzer and Pudelko, 

2017). Moreover, language barriers moderate stakeholders’ capacity to capitalize 

on their expert power. Highly specialized technical experts are unable to claim 

power because managers favor linguistic bridge-makers when solving problems 

(Tenzer and Pudelko, 2017: 56). It shows that language proficiency can disadvantage 

professionals with fewer dominant-language capabilities. Furthermore, fluency 
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in the dominant language matters, because “familiarity with the domain of 

meaning for each word or expression gives an agent a more powerful position in 

a debate” (Crewe and Fernando, 2006: 50). DeRock (2019: 7) supports this point 

in his research on the international statistical governance community, indicating 

that mostly (Western) stakeholders who are trained to work in an English-speaking 

environment tend to dominate debates. In other cases, speaking the local instead of 

the dominant languages can be an (individual) advantage in the pursuit of personal 

and professional goals, because it increases the perception of ‘local’ knowledge, 

expertise and skills (Peters, 2016). However, it does not necessarily provide 

power to these actors. Instead, strategically using these language skills reinforces 

institutional power hierarchies (ibid.). 

These dynamics could be relevant for Global Indicator Governance in multiple 

ways. First, the governance of statistical standards concentrates around a (small) 

group of transnational experts in IOs who have a high degree of latitude to make 

– or at least officially propose - changes to statistical standards, as members see fit 

(DeRock, 2019: 7–8). The concentration and autonomy of professionals makes it 

likely that processes of in- and exclusion, shape the power distribution in this issue 

area. Second, these mechanisms might help explain different forms of engagement 

by stakeholders in GIG. They represent informal modes of social stratification 

in global governance which contribute to inequalities in international society 

(Fehl and Freistein, 2020: 16–7). These hierarchies could produce resistance as 

well as compliance (Adler-Nissen, 2014a), they can cause discontent with IOs or 

governance arrangements and pose a threat to its legitimacy (Adler-Nissen, 2014b). 

Thus, in GIG, indicator design and production are likely to become increasingly 

subject to demands for transparency, participation, explanation, justification and 

review from stakeholders whose power over standards is obstructed (Davis et al., 

2012a: 83). In contrast, (mis)recognition can foster compliance when stakeholders 

seek acknowledgement within communities in order to increase their power over 

the standard-setting process. Accepting social hierarchies implicitly contributes to 

reproducing inequalities, for example by legitimizing the perceptions that grant 

stakeholders power (Therborn, 2006).  

Experts may accept and resist social hierarchies at the same time. By switching 

(professional) identities they try to maintain or strengthen relationships and 

deploy influence over the domain (Seabrooke, 2014b). They use their analytical 
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capacity for a programmatic purpose set out by the organization of which they are 

part (Broome and Seabrooke, 2012: 3) and are member of an epistemic community, 

sharing certain professional standards and norms (Cross, 2013: 153). They could use 

both identities to structure their actions and legitimize their engagement within 

the domain. 

The next sections examine who rules in Global Indicator Governance and describe 

whether and how expert power conditions China’s ability to influence the domain. 

Furthermore, two case studies show how Chinese stakeholders deal with hierarchies 

within GIG, and adapt their engagement accordingly. 

6.3 Global Indicator Governance – framework and 
stakeholders

Global Indicator Governance (GIG) refers to a set of internationally coordinated 

initiatives in which a network of IOs, forums and states, debate, draft and support 

the implementation of the statistical standards of a range of economic indicators. 

Its main function is to provide a framework of harmonized international statistical 

standards in order to make comparisons between countries. These statistics 

provide information that forms the basis for policymaking and negotiations, and 

are used to structure global governance arrangements, such as voting shares within 

IOs or borrowing eligibilities. Furthermore, they shape perceptions of a country’s 

performance through global benchmarks (Broome and Quirk, 2015a). GDP or GDP 

purchasing power parity (PPP) are examples of indicators that come from GIG. 

This chapter focuses on two initiatives, the System of National Accounts (SNA) 

and the International Comparison Program (ICP), which produce and guide the 

implementation of standards of these economic indicators. It first describes the 

characteristics of the initiatives and who governs them. 

The SNA is an internationally harmonized “set of recommendations on how to 

compile measures of economic activity in accordance with strict accounting 

conventions based on economic principles” (ISWGNA, 2008: 1). It sets out the rules 

and standards for measuring the total economic activity of a country and GDP is 

derived from it. The GDP PPP indicator is derived from the ICP. The objective of 

the program is to produce comparable price and volume measures of GDP among 

countries and expenditure measures within, and across regions (World Bank Group, 
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2020b). These statistics are widely used in various IOs and are consequential, as part 

of the Sustainable Development Goals, to set official poverty lines, determine a 

country’s quota and voting shares and the allocation of investment funds (World 

Bank Group, 2020b). For example, due to reforms in the World Bank, 75 percent of 

quota shares are determined on the basis of (a mix of) GDP and GDP PPP statistics, 

while in the IMF this is 50 percent (Vestergaard, 2011). It indicates that emerging 

economies have gained more formal influence from their economic weight because 

of changes in the weighing of the GDP indicator. Furthermore, the choice for which 

GDP measure is used in these formulas is of importance, as the GDP of emerging 

economies is significantly higher in GDP PPP (ibid.).

In GIG, the governance framework consists mainly of statisticians responsible 

for developing methodologies on how we measure our economies. Selection is 

based on their expertise and professional position including their experience as 

statistician (UNSC, 2016a: 6). They are formally responsible for the methodological 

and conceptual development of statistical standards, responsible for their revision 

and guiding their implementation (DeRock, 2019; World Bank Group, 2016: 4–5). 

Consequently, they manage the research agenda that informs updates of economic 

indicators’ methodology and they determine what proposals reach other standard-

setting and decision-making bodies. Besides formal responsibilities, the experts in 

GIG also work autonomously. The governance frameworks prescribe consultation 

with other stakeholders (Interview 13) and give expert groups room to work 

independently (World Bank Group, 2016: 5). For example in GDP’s methodological 

revision process, economic statisticians in IOs are free from strong constraints or 

explicit demands from IO executives or member states, providing them with “a high 

degree of latitude to make - or at the very least submit to the Statistical Commission 

for approval - changes to GDP methodology as its members see fit” (DeRock, 2019: 8).

Furthermore, a relatively small group of experts holds power while sharing similar 

traits. Statistical departments of several IOs participate in multiple GIG initiatives 

and these departments are often relatively small, especially compared to those in 

other policy areas (UNSD, 2020a). Also expert groups that officially support the 

development of international statistical methodologies are small in size, consisting 

of 10-18 permanent representatives (UN, 2020; World Bank Group, 2016: 5). The 

overlapping activities and group size increase the chance that statisticians know 

each other, and that individual experts can dominate standard-setting debates. Both 
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in the SNA and ICP, most of the methodological decisions are still made by experts 

from IOs or developed economies (DeRock, 2019). As a result, power concentrates 

in a small group of experts, predominantly statisticians in IOs or individual experts. 

In the SNA, most power goes to the Intersecretariat Working Group on National 

Accounts (ISWGNA). It consists of the statistical departments of five IOs and is 

supported by a group of experts, the Advisory Expert Group (AEG) (DeRock, 2019). 

In the ICP a group of independent experts, the Technical Advisory Group (TAG), has 

power over the conceptual and methodological development of standards. They are 

supported by the Interagency Coordination Group, consisting of representatives 

from IOs statistical departments (World Bank Group, 2016: 5). 

National statisticians, politicians and policymakers are less directly involved in 

statistical standard-setting. They are consulted about methodological changes, and 

although it is rare, national statisticians can decide, as members of the of the United 

Nations Statistical Commission (UNSC), not to endorse the recommendations of 

GIG (Interview 13; UNSD, 2020b; World Bank Group, 2020c). National statisticians 

often interact with international agencies on statistical capacity building. The 

UNSD, IMF and World Bank fund, or provide technical assistance in which they 

give national statisticians advice or they organize training on the implementation 

of statistical standards. 

The next section first describes how the nature of expert power within the statistical 

community affects the position of Chinese statisticians in GIG. The sections following, 

analyze how these expert dynamics condition Chinese engagement in the SNA and ICP.

6.4 China in Global Indicator Governance

6.4.1 Barriers to Chinese engagement in GIG
Chinese statisticians’ ability to influence GIG is constrained by their limited 

representation in the expert groups that govern statistical standards. Statisticians 

at IOs indicate that formal presence in these groups is important for countries 

such as China to participate in debates, let alone influence the direction of the SNA 

framework and GDP measurement (Interview 08). Although Chinese experts have 

participated in some of these groups, their representation remains limited. In the 

ICP, Chinese experts, from the national statistical bureau or academia, participated 
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in the TAG during the 2011 and 2017 round (World Bank Group, 2020d). In the 

SNA framework, China holds a formal position as a member of the UNSC. It has 

been a member from 2011 until 2020 holding the vice-chairmanship between 2011-

2014 (NBS, 2014). Nevertheless, most of the power lies with the ISWGNA and AEG 

which draft statistical standards and guide their implementation (DeRock, 2019: 7). 

In the AEG, China only had a representative for a short time between 2015-2017 

(ISWGNA, 2017). By leaving the AEG, Chinese statisticians lost an opportunity to 

directly influence statistical standards. 

China’s formal presence in these expert groups does not necessarily mean that 

they influence debates. The composition of the statistical governance community 

and interaction of experts’ within it, further constrain the ability of Chinese 

statisticians to shape debates. Chinese stakeholders are disadvantaged, because 

they do not have the appropriate skills and capabilities from which experts gain 

power in GIG. The barriers to engagement that cause particular problems for 

Chinese statisticians are lack of specific types of knowledge, experience and the 

appropriate mode of communication. 

Chinese statisticians are not yet in possession of the appropriate type of knowledge 

that is necessary for participating in standard-setting debates within the statistical 

governance community. Experts need to be knowledgeable about national 

accounting practices in depth (DeRock, 2019: 7), specifically on conceptual and 

methodological aspects of statistical standards. They are expected to critically 

reflect on existing standards and draft new ones. According to an OECD statistician, 

Chinese statisticians still lack this particular type of knowledge, especially 

compared to their Western counterparts:  

“They [Chinese statisticians] have not that much influence 

over international standards. For that they still [need] further 

development. It sounds a bit unfair to say it like that, because they 

have really good technical people, but if we talk about reflecting 

and thinking through new concepts and new ideas then you notice 

that the knowledge mainly resides with the OECD countries…” 

(Interview 08).

Nonetheless, international statisticians recognize the technical capabilities and 

national accounting expertise of Chinese statisticians: 
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“I mean they can really do it.. I have seen presentations about 

experimental balance sheets. They really have a good idea of how 

things work…” (Interview 08).

“The problem is not so much the national accounts knowledge.” 

(Interview 13). 

This suggests a hierarchy of knowledge in which technical knowledge about 

national accounts compilation practices must be met with expertise in the 

conceptual development of statistical standards. Possessing this type of knowledge 

is considered necessary to contribute to statistical standard-setting. It determines 

therefore who is to be recognized as relevant participants in statistical standard 

setting debates, and shapes who is able to provide direction, within GIG.

This knowledge hierarchy prevents Chinese statisticians from capitalizing on 

their expert power. Because China was late adopting the SNA, in 1993, they have 

less experience with national accounting standards and therefore do not possess 

the appropriate type of knowledge, especially compared to Western colleagues 

who have worked with these standards for many more decades. International 

statisticians recognize that this factor affects China’s engagement in GIG:  

“…you notice that the knowledge mainly resides with the OECD 

countries: with European countries, the US, Canada, Australia, 

Japan, and not countries like China which don’t have a similar 

experience in compiling national accounts in accordance with 

international standards.” (Interview 08).

This points to experience as another factor structuring inclusion in the international 

statistical community, distinguishing between the difference in the experience 

of Western and Chinese statisticians. Western or IO-based statisticians have long-

standing experience with national accounts, they are trained to compile data 

according to international standards, and to debate and draft them in an international 

environment. Chinese experts do not yet have that type of experience, hindering 

their participation within transnational statistical expert groups. Furthermore, most 

of the experts in the international expert groups are senior-level statisticians with 

many years of experience in national accounting. It suggests that long-term presence 

within the international statistical community is an important selection criterion. 

However, China has few senior statisticians participating in these groups: 
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“…in the national accounts environment [China] hasn’t been able 

to keep a continuous senior person. Because it needs to be a very 

senior person as well. The people from the Netherlands, the UK and 

Germany [among other countries] are fairly senior.” (Interview 13). 

Differences between statisticians’ experience and seniority affect the interaction in 

the statistical community in several ways. An international statistician indicated that 

it is challenging for relative newcomers with less experience to convincingly convene 

their arguments and stand their ground within a group of mainly senior level experts:

“Even when [China has a representative in AEG], it is not easy to 

hold your own in a discussion with all heavyweights from Europe, 

the US, Canada, Australia.” (Interview 08). 

Debating technical and complex statistical issues with more experienced experts 

could be intimidating and negatively affect the (self-)perception of Chinese experts: 

“I think they [Chinese statisticians] are really engaged, but I also 

believe that on the issue of national accounts they sometimes feel 

like a country which is just starting out. And that of course makes 

it difficult to participate in discussions. In the AEG [Advisory Expert 

Group] there are people who already have experience in national 

accounts for over thirty years. And then you might feel... what do I 

have to add here?” (Interview 08). 

These barriers to engagement contribute to less participation and less opportunity 

to influence debates by Chinese statisticians. Limited engagement contributes 

to the position of Chinese statisticians as a ‘receiver’ instead of driver behind 

statistical standard-setting:

“…Chinese statisticians are engaged and usually attend the annual 

meetings at the OECD Working Parties on Financial Statistic and 

National Accounts, but they hardly interfere in the discussions or 

give presentations themselves.” (Interview 08). 

It shows that experienced statisticians consider the level of seniority as a potential 

obstacle for Chinese participation. This suggests that the level and type of 

experience of the other governors in GIG pose barriers to China’s engagement. 
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Another barrier to the participation of Chinese statisticians in GIG, is language. 

The statistical community’s dominant language is English which is a barrier, 

particularly for representatives from non-English developing countries. As a result, 

experts from developed countries dominate discussions (DeRock, 2019: 7). The 

barrier also appears to apply to Chinese participation in the international statistical 

community:

“Again, the problem is not so much the national accounts 

knowledge. The problem is to be able to communicate in English. 

Unfortunately, that is a huge barrier for us [statisticians working in 

IOs] in terms of that [Chinese] contribution.” (Interview 13). 

 “Maybe English forms a barrier for some of them… [to engage in 

discussions or give presentations at the OECD annual workshop]” 

(Interview 08). 

These quotes suggest that differences in language proficiency affect the 

communication between Chinese representatives and experts in GIG. It affects 

Chinese experts’ ability to effectively raise their concerns and gain acknowledgement 

in GIG. Similar to knowledge and experience, language dynamics seem to pose a 

barrier to engagement, and shape the influence of Chinese statistical experts in 

GIG. 

The next sections examine how Chinese statisticians respond to the barriers 

to engagement and the distribution of expert power which they face in GIG, 

by analyzing their engagement in the SNA and the ICP. In both cases Chinese 

statisticians are invested in the issue area but lack the influence to shape statistical 

standards. However, in the SNA Chinese statisticians engage in compliance with 

the expert driven nature, while in the ICP they express dissatisfaction with GIG, 

including the distribution of expert power. The immediate political consequences 

of the statistical initiatives explain the different responses. 

6.4.2 Dealing with barriers to engagement – China’s 
strategy in SNA
Chinese statisticians are trying to overcome barriers to engagement in the SNA 

framework by investing in the type of skills that will allow their experts to 

participate and thereby gain influence in GIG. They are building knowledge about 
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international statistical standards, beyond the basic national account’s issues. 

The set-up of the International Statistical Training Center in Beijing supports this 

goal. It was founded in 2009 and is financed by the Chinese government through 

a UN Trust Fund Agreement of Statistical Capacity Development (Xia, 2014; 

Interview 11). The Center’s main goal is to build statistical capacity and support 

the implementation of international statistical standards in the Asian region and 

in China specifically (Xia, 2014; Interview 13). Mainly Chinese statisticians take 

part in the training provided, and between 2009 and 2013, 7 out of 10 participants 

were Chinese (Xia, 2014). The UNSD provides separate two-to-three-day training 

focusing on Chinese nationals only (Interview 13). Meetings are organized around 

specific topics and international experts are invited to attend courses and give 

presentations. The training has increasingly addressed more advanced statistical 

topics, like sustainable development, big data, new economic and digital economic 

statistics, also on the request of the Chinese NBS which proposes topics on which 

it would like to receive training (Interview 11; 13). 

Through interaction with the OECD, Chinese statisticians increase their knowledge 

about topical issues in the international statistical community. The OECD has an 

annual national accounts workshop in cooperation with the NBS and once every 

two years this workshop takes place in China. This provides an opportunity for 

larger groups of 60 to 80 Chinese statisticians to learn about new developments in 

the area of statistics (Interview 08). For the 2019 workshop, Chinese representatives 

requested, among other issues, a discussion on the digital economy, trade-in-

value added statistics and bilateral trade statistics (Interview 08). The conceptual 

development of these new and more advanced types of statistics are of professional 

interest to statisticians and are highly debated within GIG. In these debates, Chinese 

representatives engage with experts on these advanced topics (Interview 08). 

In addition, international statistical cooperation, especially international 

exchanges between experts, contributes to increase the experience of Chinese 

statisticians working in an international expert environment, a source of power 

for experts in GIG and which Chinese statisticians are currently lacking. First, the 

NBS and UNSD exchange program, funded by the Trust Fund of Statistical Capacity 

Development, facilitates this. Every half year, the UNSD receives four interns or 

trainees, also called ‘fellows’, who stay for six months working on a specific topic 

(Interview 13). These are mostly statisticians from middle-management level, 
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have a fair amount of experience and probably pursue higher-rank positions after 

returning to the national statistical office (NSO) (Interview 13). Second, Chinese 

statisticians exchange their work with OECD experts in the annual OECD national 

accounts workshop. These activities help Chinese statisticians to deal with 

barriers to engagement, because it increases their experience in international 

expert environments including communicating about technical topics in a 

foreign language. Additionally, it broadens the base of knowledgeable senior-level 

statisticians within the Chinese bureaucracy, fulfilling an important and necessary 

condition for participation in transnational statistical expert groups. 

This engagement indicates conformity with the expert driven nature in GIG. 

Chinese statisticians are seeking to increase influence in GIG but by remaining 

in the same epistemic paradigm. They seek engagement with experts that have 

longstanding experience and are considered established authorities in the 

international statistical community and GIG, and they increasingly try to build 

up experience in these established international networks or organizations. 

Furthermore, Chinese statisticians are improving their conceptual knowledge 

about international statistical standards and know-how, on advanced statistical 

topics. According to the established expert community in GIG, attaining these 

types of knowledge is appropriate. This Chinese response is important, because it 

has reinforced the barriers which hindered their participation in GIG, namely, by 

legitimizing the type of knowledge and arguments that inform statistical standard-

setting. This contributes to the stickiness of international statistical methodologies 

which prevents them from reflecting changes in the global economy. 

Despite their relative lack of power over international statistical standards, especially 

compared to colleagues in IOs, Chinese conformance to GIG’s expert dynamics has 

not created political tensions over statistics or the SNA governance framework. 

This can be explained by the less immediate distributive implications of the SNA 

framework. SNA revision processes take over a decade and implementing standards 

follows an elaborate transition period. For example, the latest SNA revisions 

happened in 1993 and 2008, with a new revision currently in progress, and China 

implemented the SNA 2008 between 2013 and 2016 (China Daily, 2016; Troutman, 

2014). New statistical standards are not adopted all at once, limiting the direct 

impact on statistical calculations. Even considerable methodological changes, such 

as the classification of R&D expenditure from intermediate consumption to fixed 
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capital formation, have a relatively small impact on GDP figures. In the Chinese 

case GDP would increase with 0,1 or 0,2 percent and GDP growth with 0,04 percent 

(Liu and Chen, 2017; Troutman, 2014). 

The revision process provides Chinese agency over the implementation, for example 

on the timing of adopting new standards. For the SNA 2008, the NBS did not adopt 

all standards immediately. The Bureau implemented changes on R&D accounting in 

2016, indicating that it was the right time to do it (Liu and Chen, 2017). It suggests that 

adjustments to the SNA’s statistical standards are less likely to have direct politically 

sensitive outcomes. Additionally, newly developed methodologies for indicators, such 

as trade-in-value added statistics or digital economy, do not immediately translate 

into (mandatory) international statistical standards. They are often developed by 

IOs to provide a broader variety of economic information sources (e.g. OECD, 2020). 

These indicators are not officially linked to IOs membership requirements or data 

collection obligations and therefore have less direct consequences. 

Because of these less immediate consequences, Chinese statisticians are not 

compelled to pursue preferences other than those of the powerful experts within 

GIG, nor challenge their power. They interact with other expert stakeholders in GIG 

on statistical topics and out of epistemic interest, without it creating any tension 

within their service in the Chinese bureaucracy. The topics of interaction 

are also closely linked to the CCP’s political agenda, relating to drivers for 

economic development or topics that affect the political legitimacy of the CCP. 

For example, statisticians pay attention to trade statistics describing the Chinese-

US trade relation. There are huge discrepancies in these figures caused by the 

growing complexity of global trade flows or national differences in data gathering 

and reporting (Linsi and Mügge, 2019). Statisticians request to talk about these 

issues, not only out of professional interest but because there is also policy interest 

in these topics, in this case from the Ministry of Commerce (Interview 08). This also 

applies to the topics addressed in the International Statistical Training Center in 

Beijing, all themes that have become much more important to the Chinese society 

in the last decade (Interview 11). The less immediate consequences of the SNA 

statistical framework enable a synergy between experts’ professional interests and 

policymakers’ interests. As a result, the (unequal distribution of) expert power and 

the lack of Chinese influence, in this case, does not contribute to political tensions 

but shapes Chinese conformance with the expert driven nature of GIG.
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6.4.3 Misrecognized criticism - Chinese dissatisfaction 
with the ICP
This is different in the ICP. The immediate distributive effects of GDP PPP statistics 

and China’s lack of influence over its statistical standards feed dissatisfaction 

with the distribution of expert power. Chinese representatives have criticized the 

experts’ methodological choices in the ICP, especially during and after, the 2011 

round. The criticism specifically pointed at the World Bank’s underestimation 

of Chinese price levels. It estimated China’s PPP in 2011 on 3.506 RMB/US dollar, 

17 percent lower than the extrapolation result in 2005 (4.23 RMB/US dollar) (Yu, 

2017a) and as a result, the size of the Chinese economy was considered almost 

similar to that of the USA (Song, 2019: 12–3). Chinese statisticians, academics and 

policymakers criticized this large difference, emphasizing the underestimation 

was due to sampling errors, information still came from (sub-)urban areas (Li et 

al., 2014), the CPI and ICP calculation of commodities’ price levels for clothing and 

communication services differed (Yu, 2017b) and the market exchange rate of the 

RMB to the US dollar was not the same as the rate used in the ICP calculations (State 

Department Information Center, 2015).

Chinese statisticians expressed their criticisms within GIG. They voiced their 

concern about the ICP’s methodology in internal meetings and interactions 

with Regional Implementing Agencies and the World Bank (Interview 11; NBS, 

2009, 2013a; Orlik, 2014; World Bank, 2013). In high-level meetings, at the 

Executive Board and the Special Task Force which examined Chinese concerns, 

Chinese representatives expressed their technical concerns. They criticized the 

incomparability of data between different ICP rounds and addressed data revision 

issues (NBS, 2013b, 2013a). Furthermore, they actively engaged on the ICP topic 

in the UNSC, intervening eight times between 2008 and 2019,  more often than 

on any other topic during the same time period (UNSC, 2020). During the 2016 

UNSC meeting, the Chinese representative expressed a preference to adjust, or be 

allowed to flexibly use, methodologies suited to local circumstances, for example 

for pricing commodities or construction (UN, 2016). These forms of discontent 

were, effectively, a critique of experts’ methodological choices within the ICP.

This critique matters, because relatively small methodological adjustments such 

as changing one variable in the measurement, can significantly alter GDP PPP 

statistics. Using the market exchange rate instead of PPP exchange rates decreases 
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China’s weight in the global economy from 18 to 15 percent (Callen, 2017: 45), 

and applying a relatively minor mark-up to construction prices of 10 percent 

could already increase China’s GDP PPP by 1.9 percent (ICP, 2014: 4). Since the ICP 

calculations form the basis for poverty lines, decide the allocation of investment 

funds and also determine a country’s quotas in IOs, these small methodological 

adjustments have immediate consequences. Furthermore, GDP PPP statistics are 

headline figures and therefore adjustments also shape the image of a country’s 

well-being and development level. 

This issue became a point of contention in 2014 when the ICP 2011 round results 

were published. These GDP PPP statistics were politically sensitive, since they 

showed that China was about to become the largest economy in the world in 2014, 

overtaking the USA (Ranasinghe, 2014). This finding gained worldwide attention 

and was heavily criticized in the Chinese state media, for not correctly reflecting 

China’s economy and affecting its global reputation: 

“[calculations do] not conform to the reality of China. In particular, 

there are still hundreds of millions of people living below the 

poverty line in China.” (State Department Information Center, 

2015). 

“The saying “China’s first” is far from the Chinese people’s own 

feelings.” (Global Times, 2014). 

“This report of the World Bank has the potential to stimulate 

mainstream society in the West into beginning to make statements 

such as, “China surpasses the United States” in a “serious way”. In 

the past, it was only a general forecast but this kind of talk will add 

more urgency in the future. The way the world sees China, and the 

psychology associated with it, will enter a new transition period.” 

(Global Times, 2014). 

It indicates the Chinese government’s concerns about the immediate political 

implications of ICP statistics. Chinese presence (4 out of 16 participants were 

Chinese) in the Special Task Force addressing technical and political concerns about 

the ICP 2011 round, shows that they were seriously invested in the issue (World 

Bank, 2013: 2). Chinese statisticians were also very much aware of the political 

implications of the project. The Director of the NBS requested the ICP’s Global 
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Executive Board to take into account the political sensitivity of ICP results and 

potential uses (NBS, 2009). Furthermore, a Chinese statisticians’ analysis on the ICP 

explicitly refers to the damaging effect of the calculations and measurement process 

on domestic opinion and the national interest. The difference between the ICP 

results and the official exchange rates makes it, “easy to confuse and misinterpret 

the understanding of the economic scale of various countries, and arouse concerns 

about the possible damage to national interests” (Yu, 2017a). The complexity of the 

process and inclusion of many stakeholders makes it, “difficult for the public to 

recognize project process, affecting the recognition and acceptance of ICP results” 

(Yu, 2017a).

Despite Chinese efforts to make their concerns heard, the ICP results or methodology 

were not adjusted to Chinese preferences. Statisticians devised a solution, not on the 

basis of the diverging political interests but on the methodological leeway derived 

from professional norms. The Review Group, consisting of IO representatives and 

experts from the TAG, ran additional simulations in 2014 to take into account 

Chinese concerns (ICP, 2014). However, they were supplementary and the Group 

indicated that no single country adjustments could be made, because of the global 

nature of the ICP calculations (ibid.: 4). Instead, they responded to China’s concerns 

by submitting “in the spirit of international harmony” two calculations that fell 

“within the margins of error associated with ICP estimates” (ibid.: 5). It suggests 

that those responsible for the ICP calculations responded to Chinese concerns 

in order to prevent political conflict over statistics but that a solution was only 

possible within the parameters of the appropriate statistical norms. It indicates 

that although ICP experts were concerned about the Chinese position, in order to 

solve disagreements within the ICP, statistical arguments prevailed over political 

concerns. The Review Group even addressed their disappointment about China’s 

attitude in terms of professional norms: 

“The Review Group expressed its disappointment that the UN 

Principles of Official Statistics are being ignored as is the fact that 

a PPP is not a country number but the outcome of a multilateral 

process involving all other countries in the world.” (ICP, 2014: 5). 
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The Chinese government did not support the methodology used: 

“The Chinese government is opposed to the PPP calculation method, 

and Chinese public opinion is not as enthusiastic as the Western 

mainstream media.”(Global Times, 2014). 

Consequently, it chose to ‘not officially’ endorse the ICP-results of the 2011 round. 

It did not consider the GDP PPP calculations published by the World Bank in 2014 

to be official statistics (World Bank Group, 2015). Such a decision is uncommon and 

signals the serious disagreement of Chinese representatives regarding the experts’ 

decisions within the ICP project. 

Further, after the heavily criticized 2011-ICP round, Chinese representatives were 

unable to shape the ICP according to their methodological preferences. First, no 

fundamental reforms were implemented by the ICP. The UNSC decided not to 

introduce any (major) methodological changes for the 2017 round (UNSC, 2016b; 

World Bank Group, 2020e). This stands in stark contrast with the Chinese critique 

on the ICP’s methodology. Besides criticism on the pricing methodology, Chinese 

representatives also wanted more flexibility in the ICP methodology so that 

statistics could better reflect local conditions. However, the main argument against 

methodological changes, put forward in the UNSC, was to ensure comparability 

with the ICP 2011 round (UNSC, 2016a: 19–21). This again suggests that decisions 

about the ICP are guided by professional statistical norms such as comparability 

and continuity (Mügge and Linsi, 2020). It indicates that arguments addressing 

local circumstances or political reasons are considered less relevant and therefore 

less likely to be reflected in ICP’s statistical standards. 

In recognizing what factors contribute to the success of the ICP, professional 

statistical norms dominate. The Friends of the Chair Group that evaluated the 2011 

ICP round indicates that: 

“The degree of success in the implementation of ICP varied across 

regions, depending on the experience and level of expertise of the 

parties involved. Some regional organizations and national statistical 

institutions drew on assistance provided by the Global Office and 

partnering arrangements. Other regions, including the OECD/

Eurostat region, could successfully rely on their existing advanced 

comparison methodology and infrastructure.” (UNSC, 2016a: 8).
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It suggests that experience, expertise or other groundwork supporting advanced 

methodologies, ensure the correct ICP implementation. Understanding 

implementation difficulties as a statistical capacity issue fails to recognize some 

of the Chinese concerns about the appropriateness of the ICP’s methodology in 

the Chinese context, the political implications of the program and the unequal 

influence of member countries, vis-à-vis IOs over the implementation process. 

Dissatisfaction with ICP’s governance 

The immediate implications of the ICP calculations and misrecognition of Chinese 

criticism shaped Chinese engagement. It contributed to statisticians’ critical stance 

towards the ICP governance framework, including the distribution of power 

between (expert) stakeholders. Besides technical concerns, Chinese representatives 

have expressed political concerns (World Bank, 2013). They addressed the lack of 

transparency of calculations and adjustments once data is transferred from NSOs to 

the regional implementation offices and World Bank (Yu, 2017a). Furthermore, they 

complained about the lack of agency of NSOs throughout the GDP PPP calculation 

process, and called for increased country participation in the ICP’s decision making 

and implementation process (NBS, 2009, 2013a; Yu, 2017a):

“The dominance, control and discourse power of the participating 

countries are relatively weak, and the variables of the comparative 

results are relatively large, which are unpredictable and 

uncontrollable.” (Yu, 2017a). 

“Generally speaking, the global and regional ICP offices have 

more dominance, control and voice over the project, while the 

participating countries are in a more passive position in the 

process of project implementation, often passively accepting the 

predetermined audit standards, comparison methods and the 

results of the comparison, which easily triggers dissent and disputes 

among all parties.” (Yu, 2017a). 

Criticism of the governance framework has not resulted in increased ownership of 

countries over the ICP or a redistribution of expert power. Chinese representatives 

spoke out against recommendations by Friends of the Chair Group, to disallow 

recalculations or opt-outs of the program after statistical publications (UN, 

2016; UNSC, 2016a: 5). However, the UNSC supported these recommendations. 
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Additionally, expert groups in the ICP have been slimmed down, decreasing the 

number of participants, in order to increase their efficiency (UNSC, 2016a, 2016b). 

Although Chinese representatives maintained positions in the TAG, Governing 

Board and one of the Task Forces (World Bank Group, 2020d, 2020f, 2020g), and 

although the UNSC pledged to balance representation and participation of NSOs 

in the governing board, these expert groups are still mostly dominated by experts 

from IOs or Western countries (ibid.; Interview 12). 

As a result, to get more grip on the ICP and the political implications of GDP PPP 

statistics, the Chinese statistical office is investing in knowledge-building and 

increasing international engagement with experts that govern the ICP. In 2017, the 

NBS and Beijing Normal University jointly established the International Comparative 

Research Institute, a new think tank platform for China’s international statistical 

cooperation research (Wei, 2018). The institute focuses on methodological issues 

and contributes to research and expertise on international comparison statistics 

and the ICP within China, aiming to enhance international exchange between 

experts, both academics and statisticians. In 2018, for example, the institute 

organized the International Conference on the 50th Anniversary of the ICP. Many 

high-level experts, members of TAG or directors of statistical departments in IOs, 

participated in the conference and discussed the ICP with Chinese experts (ibid.). 

These meetings contribute to overcoming barriers of engagement in GIG by 

increasing the level of knowledge and experience of Chinese experts. Furthermore, 

they provide an opportunity for Chinese statisticians to voice their opinion about 

the methodology and governance process of the ICP. Through this initiative, the 

Chinese statistical bureau attempts to get a grip on decisions made in the ICP, an 

achievement it had not been able to accomplish in the 2011-ICP round or in ICP 

reforms thereafter. At the launch of the institute in 2017, Ning Jizhen, Director of 

the National Bureau of Statistics, emphasized this latter function of the institute:

“Through the International Comparative Institute, we strive to 

expand our voice and influence in the global ICP activities.” (NDRC, 

2017).

These developments indicate that, similar to China’s engagement in the SNA 

framework, it attempts to increase its influence over GIG by trying to gain regulatory 

and expert capacity, that is equal to or greater than that of established powers, 
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whilst remaining essentially within the same epistemic paradigm. Chinese efforts 

to gain influence over GDP PPP measurement are aimed at reaching established 

authorities and expert groups that govern over GIG, instead of, for example, 

establishing an alternative coalition of stakeholders, who would plead for reforms. 

Unlike the case of the SNA, this behavior in the ICP also results from dissatisfaction 

with the lack of influence over the issue area and non-responsiveness of experts to 

Chinese concerns which fueled Chinese discontent over the distribution of power 

in this area. China’s behavior is remarkable, since its strategy to increase its expert 

power indirectly reinforces the expert driven nature of GIG and thereby contributes 

to legitimize the power of these stakeholders within GIG. This could obstruct 

Chinese efforts to mitigate immediate political implications of ICP calculations in 

the future.

6.5 Conclusion

This chapter has shown that the expert-driven nature of GIG limits China’s ability to 

influence statistical standard-setting. It contributes to three barriers of engagement 

shaping China’s position as rule taker instead of rule maker. First, GIG’s expert-

driven governance gives power to a small network of experts in which Chinese 

representatives are present only to a limited degree and only relatively recently. 

Second, it prioritizes specialized knowledge and long-standing experience with 

drafting statistical standards, knowledge and experience considered to be beyond 

Chinese statisticians as yet. Third, Chinese statisticians are disadvantaged because 

they have less experience debating statistical standards in a foreign language. The 

findings suggest that both attaining the appropriate skill set and having a long-

standing presence in a small expert group determine the extent to which Chinese 

statisticians are recognized and their preferences are taken up by powerful 

governors in GIG. It contributes to an unequal distribution of power between 

experts, putting Chinese statisticians at a disadvantage.  

Furthermore, Chinese representatives respond to these expert dynamics in 

different ways, depending on the immediate political consequences of statistical 

initiatives. They accept the expert driven nature that determines who has power in 

GIG, when statistical standards are less immediately consequential. However, when 

faced with immediate consequences, political tensions over statistical governance 

arise and Chinese statisticians express their dissatisfaction with GIG, including 
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with the distribution of expert power. This type of engagement has not increased 

Chinese influence over GIG. Instead, it reinforces Chinese conformance with the 

expert driven nature of GIG, by trying to overcome barriers of engagement from 

the inside out, investing in appropriate knowledge, experience and communication 

skills. This engagement could be the result of the limited opportunity to develop 

alternatives to the global statistical standard-setting framework, which in other 

areas of global governance, such as development finance, is more common. 

Nevertheless, it suggests that China’s engagement contributes to strengthen the 

expert-driven nature of GIG that prevented it from having influence over the 

governance area in the first place.

The findings indicate that China’s material power, or the degree to which it is 

invested in standard-setting issues, cannot explain its influence over the governance 

area. Instead, they suggest that China’s rise is mediated by technocracy and expert 

reputation. Hence, it supports earlier findings about the limited impact of emerging 

economies in standard-setting and regulatory frameworks (e.g. Knaack and Gruin, 

2020). 

The findings also suggest that factors such as language and experience in 

international fora are not trivial for the distribution of power in expert 

communities. Although other fields have recognized the importance of these 

factors (e.g. Crewe and Fernando, 2006; Tenzer and Pudelko, 2017), it has been a 

blind spot in the expert governance literature. These interpersonal mechanisms 

causing (mis)recognition in transnational communities should be taken seriously. 

After all, the unequal distribution of power between experts could function as a 

source of discontent with global governance and seriously damage the legitimacy 

of international institutions and governance arrangements. 

The findings in this chapter also provide a possible explanation for the fact that 

statistical standards lag behind in reflecting global changes (Linsi and Mügge, 

2019). It shows that experts from countries outside the traditional circle of Western 

economies struggle to prominently voice their perspectives. As a result, statistical 

standards might fail to capture new developments in rapidly developing economies 

and reinforce the significant path-dependency by which economic measures are 

defined globally (ibid.). The next and final chapter further discusses the implications 

of these findings and suggests further avenues of research.
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Gross Domestic Product is arguably “the world’s most powerful number” 

(Fioramonti, 2013: 1). As it is deeply ingrained in discourse, policymaking and 

(academic) analyses, it shapes how we define our economy, what we value in it, 

and how we assess the success or failure of (economic) policies or politicians’ 

performance. Because of the ubiquity with which we use it we often forget that 

neither its measurement nor the ways in which we apply the indicator are not self-

evident. They are the result of political struggles and at the same time, shape the 

very social, economic and political processes that have constituted it. 

This thesis has explored what constitutes the politics of GDP in China, a country in 

which the significance of the indicator has manifested itself in different ways. GDP 

statistics shape the image of the Chinese economy and cause debates about data 

manipulation, while the indicator is also deeply integrated in national and local 

policymaking in the form of targets. To unravel the politics of China’s relationship 

with GDP, this thesis has addressed the various aspects that shape the origin 

and consequences of both its measurement and uses. It has studied the uptake, 

consolidation, contestation and governance of GDP by Chinese stakeholders. 

Thereby, this thesis tells the story of the power and politics surrounding GDP in 

the Chinese context. 

7.1 Main findings

First, this thesis has provided insight into what shaped the uptake of GDP in China, 

by answering how and why China adopted GDP measurement. The uptake of 

GDP measurement was not self-evident as China was not originally involved in 

developing the indicator, and its statistical system was based on a national accounts 

framework, fundamentally different to that from which GDP is derived. This thesis 

shows that the adoption of GDP measurement was driven by Chinese stakeholders 

and that their political ideas about economic reform shaped measurement 

choices. Chinese politicians and policymakers realized that GDP had become an 

increasingly relevant indicator in the context of economic reforms and producing 

GDP figures could fit with reformist political priorities. However, this did not lead 

to the immediate diffusion of the System of National Accounts (SNA) framework 

and international standards, from which GDP is derived. After all, Chinese 

domestic political debates set the parameters for statistical reform. Full adoption 

of a capitalist national accounts framework conflicted with the official political 
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ideology that the CCP propagated at the time. As a result, Chinese stakeholders 

experimented with translating GDP’s statistical standards to the Chinese context. 

This resulted in a hybrid system of national accounts that mixed elements of the 

SNA and Material Product System (MPS). The MPS was abandoned in favor of the 

SNA only when the official ideology progressed enough to openly accept and 

prioritize the market dynamics that characterize the SNA. 

These findings demonstrated that Chinese stakeholders had quite some influence 

over the process of taking up GDP measurement. The adoption of the SNA was 

not forced upon China by external stakeholders, but instead took shape based on 

domestic political debates. This contributed to the lengthy process and the unique 

uptake of a foreign national accounts framework through the development of a 

hybrid system. However, this thesis also reveals that there are limitations to molding 

national accounts frameworks and GDP measurement to fit into the Chinese political 

context. National accounts standards clashed with domestic statistical institutions. 

As a result, the experimental uptake of GDP measurement led to heavily skewed GDP 

figures. This indicates that although the uptake of GDP measurement was driven 

by Chinese stakeholders, the unique features of national accounting standards 

undermined Chinese attempts to localize foreign national account frameworks.

Besides steering the uptake of GDP measurement, Chinese stakeholders also left 

a mark on the consolidation of GDP as a governance tool in China. This thesis 

demonstrated that GDP’s consolidation as GDP target and accountability tool 

in the local performance assessment system, stems from the symbolic function 

Chinese politicians attributed to the indicator. Chinese politicians linked the GDP 

indicator to a narrative from which the CCP derived its legitimacy. Modernization, 

one of the central goals of the CCP, was conceptualized in terms of GDP including 

in the form of goals and through a specific timeline. China’s national GDP target 

was derived from this narrative. Furthermore, GDP’s symbolic function and 

consolidation as a legitimacy tool paved the way for further including the indicator 

as an accountability tool in the local performance assessment system. Although 

this concrete application of GDP was meant to hold local politicians accountable 

and bring them in line with national political goals, this thesis showed that using 

GDP as a governance tool did not always work as intended. Applying GDP as an 

accountability tool caused data manipulation and affected the central leadership’s 

control over (economic) policymaking. 
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These findings reveal that the function ascribed to GDP is essential for understanding 

the politics of China’s relationship with GDP. It has not only affected how GDP was 

used as a governance tool but also shaped the implications of the indicator on 

China’s political economy. The symbolic function of GDP in China explains the 

politically prominent position the indicator holds in Chinese politics, on both 

the national and local policymaking level. The specific applications of the GDP 

indicator in China can be traced back to the context-specific, political priorities of 

high-level politicians, their legitimacy claims and the set-up of China’s bureaucratic 

organization. This shows that Chinese politicians were able to flexibly adjust 

the concrete applications of an essentially foreign indicator to Chinese political 

circumstances.

The specific origin and implications of GDP’s uses as a governance tool are 

especially important for understanding GDP politics in China, because it has 

also affected contestation over the indicator. This thesis illustrates how GDP’s 

consolidation as legitimacy and control tool has shaped the development of new 

indicators. Criticism of GDP in China, which focused on the deficiencies of GDP 

as a tool in China’s political governance system, reverberated in the development 

of these indicators. This type of criticism was an important reason for developing 

them. Additionally, new indicators, which are either considered an alternative to 

GDP or provide less weight to the indicator, can be considered as a challenge to the 

legitimacy function of the GDP indicator, because they support new types of CCP 

legitimation narratives. 

In addition to describing how GDP criticism takes shape in China, studying 

the development of new indicators also reveals the power local politicians and 

statisticians hold over the contestation of GDP. The findings indicate that their 

reticence towards the development of new indicators obstructed a smooth uptake 

of these indicators in China. Local politicians contested new indicators because 

they have an interest in retaining GDP within the local performance assessment 

system, while statisticians questioned the methodological robustness of alternative 

indicators. It shows that contestation over new indicators is an essential part of 

GDP politics in China because it affects the resilience of the GDP indicator. 

Besides the development of new indicators and contestation over GDP in China, 

statisticians are also closely involved in the last dimension of China’s GDP 

politics, namely, the governance of GDP’s international statistical standards. This 
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thesis has carefully examined the role of experts by analyzing whether Chinese 

statisticians are able to shape the international statistical standards that determine 

GDP measurement. It reflects on their influence over these standards and their 

engagement in Global Indicator Governance (GIG) where these standards are 

drafted and debated. It found that the expert-driven nature of this area of global 

governance has raised barriers to the engagement for Chinese statisticians, 

limiting their ability to shape how GDP is measured in international standards. To 

gain influence over these standards, Chinese statisticians are trying to overcome 

these barriers by acquiring knowledge about international statistical standards and 

advanced statistical topics and by gaining international experience in this field. 

This could help them to gain recognition by the international expert community 

that governs GDP’s standards and become more closely tied to this network. 

This thesis demonstrates that, under specific circumstances, China’s lack of 

influence over statistical standards leads to tensions between experts over statistics, 

particularly when the standards have immediate political consequences. For 

example, when statistical standards shape a politically sensitive image of China, 

then Chinese statisticians actively engage in GIG to oppose measurement choices 

made in the international expert groups that govern GIG. The study of China’s 

influence and engagement in GIG shows that China has an interest in shaping 

international statistical standards, particularly because of the implications of these 

standards. However, it is unable to do so, largely because China’s power over GDP 

measurement is mediated by expertise.

To summarize, how can we understand the politics of China’s relationship with 

GDP? The different dimensions of GDP politics demonstrate that on the one hand, 

there are obstacles limiting China’s influence over GDP measurement. These 

obstacles mostly derive from the nature of international statistical standards - the 

limits to molding them to fit in with different national account frameworks - or the 

particular way in which they are governed, by an international expert community. 

It indicates the fact that the indicator, being essentially a foreign construct and 

engrained in international standards, has consequences for China’s influence 

over its measurement. On the other hand, compared to GDP measurement, Chinese 

stakeholders have much more leeway to adjust the uses of GDP as a governance 

tool. As a result, these uses are very much tailored to the Chinese political context. 

GDP’s symbolic function and application as a legitimacy and accountability tool in 
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Five-Year Plans or the local performance assessment system, reflect the political 

priorities of the CCP and high-level politicians and are designed to fit into the 

Chinese governance model. The historically contingent consolidation of GDP’s 

uses in China is crucial to an understanding of the politics of China’s relationship 

with GDP. This is because it shapes Chinese stakeholders’ interests in GDP, both 

regarding its application as governance tool and how it is measured on the 

international level. It explains contestation over GDP by Chinese stakeholders, 

namely through criticism of the deficiencies of GDP’s distinctive uses as a tool 

in China’s governance system, which reverberate in the development of new 

indicators. Additionally, the immediate political consequences of GDP on China’s 

image help to explain why Chinese stakeholders actively engage in the governance 

of GDP’s international standards. 

7.2 Academic and societal relevance 

This thesis generates a number of insights which contribute to our knowledge 

of the varieties of GDP politics, existing theories of global standard-setting and 

China’s political economy itself. First, studying the politics of China’s relationship 

with GDP has broadened and improved our understanding of the indicator’s 

uptake, consolidation, contestation and governance. It addresses a major research 

gap in the literature on GDP, namely how to make sense of these dimensions 

of GDP politics, beyond the West. To date, scholars have focused on the socio-

political history of the GDP indicator, mainly analyzing its origin in Western 

industrialized countries. By way of contrast, this thesis addresses separate strands 

of scholarship, merges them into a coherent framework, and empirically analyzes 

an underexplored but influential case to gain a comprehensive, multidimensional 

and a more representative understanding of GDP politics. As a result, this research 

on the politics of China’s relationship with GDP provides important correctives and 

additions to our currently limited chronological and geographical understanding 

of how GDP became, and remained such a powerful indicator. 

The Chinese case shows that even outside countries which were not originally 

involved in developing the indicator, domestic political stakeholders, can be 

responsible for driving the uptake of GDP measurement. It demonstrates that 

the notion of a coercive spread of GDP measurement and the concomitant SNA 

framework to developing countries is not necessarily a representative depiction 
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of the actual process. Furthermore, although statisticians facilitated the spread of 

GDP measurement to China, their ideas were not decisive for the measurement 

choices that have shaped statistical system reform from MPS to SNA. In this way the 

Chinese case differs from Russia, another well-researched case which has switched 

between these two national accounts frameworks.

Additionally, this thesis showed a variety of ways through which GDP can be used 

as a governance tool. The symbolic appropriation of the indicator and application 

as a source of legitimacy in China provides an explanation for why GDP is used, 

even in cases where it is not suitable as informative source in policymaking, 

for example because it cannot reflect the economic structure. The ability of the 

indicator to appropriate different meanings and applications clarifies why GDP 

has managed to gain a prominent place across the globe throughout different 

political systems and economies and is used by a wide variety of stakeholders. 

In particular, the Chinese case highlights why we should not underestimate 

the symbolic power of GDP or indicators in general. The symbolic power can be 

performative - inciting stakeholders to incorporate GDP in institutions or mobilize 

a wide range of applications - and therefore is consequential throughout the entire 

political economy, shaping economic policymaking and political evaluations. The 

consolidation of GDP in China thus teaches us about the wide range of power 

sources and implications of the indicator. 

The various power sources of GDP and how it is consolidated as a governance tool 

is relevant, especially for people worried about the negative implications of the 

indicator on society. After all, the various uses of indicators do have consequences. 

Even though GDP has been widely criticized, it has not disappeared from 

policymaking or the political arena. In that light, this thesis shows that the scope 

for GDP criticism is much broader than normally conceived. Instead of criticizing 

GDP measurement for its conceptual misfit as a measure of well-being or its 

technical inability to accurately measure the economy, criticism can also point 

to the limitations of GDP’s discursive and institutional uses. Chinese criticism of 

GDP’s instrumental deficiencies shows an important blind spot of the GDP-debate. 

Including this type of criticism in our analysis of GDP politics is of academic and 

societal relevance. It can help us better understand why actors hold a stake in 

the indicator and who benefits or loses from its consolidation in society. Thus, it 

exposes a variety of political struggles over the indicator that have not yet been 
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examined. Furthermore, posing instrumental criticism seems to be an underexplored 

strategy for those who would like to counter the power of the indicator. Highlighting the 

deficiencies of the concrete applications of GDP might convince a variety of stakeholders 

to abandon or downplay its role in policymaking or in institutions. It could therefore 

contribute to successfully mitigating the negative implications of the indicator.

Besides contributions to the variety of GDP politics, this research contributes to 

enrich existing theories of power in global standard-setting. China’s engagement in 

the governance of GDP’s international statistical standards has demonstrated that 

material power cannot explain who shapes standard setting. Despite the country’s 

economic rise and increasing political investment in global governance, Chinese 

stakeholders have little influence over statistical standards, material power is 

instead, mediated by technocracy and expertise. Within international expert 

communities, it is a mutual recognition of expertise and personal (communication) 

skills that shapes who holds power over standard-setting rather than an experts’ 

country of origin or representation. These findings foreground the transnational 

and interpersonal dynamics of expert groups. It shows how factors such as language 

and recognition shape the unequal distribution of power between experts and has 

important implications for our understanding of who shapes global governance. 

Namely, these insights could help to explain when and why new emerging political 

powers struggle to gain influence in global governance. By incorporating these 

blind spots this thesis refines the literature on expert governance and contributes 

to our understanding of who has power over international standard-setting.

Additionally, these findings on China’s engagement in statistical standard-setting 

have important implications for policymaking. Within-group expert recognition, 

shapes what knowledge is taken seriously and is incorporated into the policymaking 

of international organizations, global governance or by professionals that share 

expertise. It implies that social background, interpersonal interaction and personal 

networks can stand in the way of knowledge transfer. This poses limitations to 

responding to policy problems. Even though experts might not gain recognition 

from other experts, the policy problems they recognize and the solutions they 

propose might be valuable to other experts and influence policies made elsewhere. 

For example, a lack of recognition of specific groups of statisticians, such as those 

from emerging economies, could lead to statistical standards lagging behind in 

reflecting global changes. Important developments in the Chinese economy, such 
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as the growing importance of fintech and e-commerce, might not be appropriately 

reflected by international statistical standards, even though they influence the global 

economy as they shape patterns of consumption, production and capital flows. The 

implications of these findings go beyond statistical standards and might well apply 

to other policy areas, such as the global response to COVID-19. Here it appears that 

personal networks and in-group expert recognition have contributed, to some extent, 

to obstructing or at least delaying knowledge transfer about the virus and possible 

successful policy responses from China to other parts of the world. 

Last, this thesis has provided important insights into China’s political economy itself. 

The implications of the GDP target, especially its effect on encouraging politicians 

and policymakers to pursue GDP growth, are important for an understanding 

of the current economic imbalances China is facing. China’s governance system 

and (economic) policymaking have been geared towards GDP growth. This has 

contributed to the rapid expansion of China’s production capacity, massive state-led 

investments, high rates of local government debts and an (global) overaccumulation 

crisis (Hung, 2008; Jiang, 2015). Furthermore, the findings in this thesis help to explain 

the stickiness of policymaking tools, specifically the GDP target, within China’s 

governance system. Even though the GDP target has caused data manipulation and 

contributed to overaccumulation, the symbolic function and vested (local) political 

interests in the target, obstruct the full abandonment of the policymaking tool in 

China. Some local governments continue to pursue GDP goals even during a global 

pandemic and when they are criticized from the highest political level (Tang, 2020). 

This shows how resilient the target is as a policymaking tool in China. 

Additionally, China’s relationship with GDP provides insight into the CCP’s sources of 

legitimacy and the Party’s attempts to move away from a purely economic performance 

legitimation strategy. The consolidation of GDP’s concrete applications throughout 

China’s governance system and its symbolic meaning, show how deeply engrained 

economic performance legitimacy is in Chinese politics. Although it aims to promote 

a different type of legitimacy, the fact that new indicators are developed as tools 

indicates how much the Party still relies on performance legitimacy. This thesis shows 

that the CCP struggles to move to a different type of performance legitimacy and that it 

is difficult to use new indicators to successfully make this switch. This is because their 

development and uptake depends not only on the support of high-level politicians but 

also on the support of other stakeholders such as local politicians and statisticians. 
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7.3 Suggestions for further research

Although this thesis has attempted to provide a comprehensive overview of China’s 

GDP politics, there are several outstanding questions that open up scope for future 

research into GDP and indicator politics. First of all, this thesis has mainly focused 

on the politics of GDP from the perspective of international and domestic policy 

elites, politicians and statisticians. However, the power of the indicator also very 

much depends on the public view and uptake by lower levels of government or 

civil society actors. In some chapters this thesis provides a glimpse of these actors, 

but it lacks space and access to appropriate sources for an in-depth examination 

of these dynamics. The topics addressed in the literature review, such as political 

legitimacy and organizational accountability, point out that these stakeholders 

deserve to be researched in the context of indicator politics in China. Therefore, I 

suggest studying public attitudes of Chinese citizens towards the GDP indicator, and 

specifically research on whether opinions vary on different elements of GDP, such 

as its measurement and use as national goal or local target. Although conducting 

surveys in an authoritarian setting has some drawbacks, other studies on similar 

types of questions, such as public attitudes towards economic legitimation (Eaton 

and Hasmath, 2020), has shown that this approach can still provide useful insights. 

It could not only improve our understanding of Chinese politics, but also contribute 

to our understanding of the politics of GDP.   

Second, it is an open question to which degree we might also find similar dynamics 

of indicator politics in other cases. At first glance, the findings might seem China-

specific because explanations for the Chinese GDP target and the inclusion of the 

indicator in local performance assessment systems closely relate to the set-up of 

the Chinese governance system and bureaucratic organization. Nonetheless, there 

are other cases, in authoritarian or democratic political systems and at different 

levels of development, where GDP targets have existed and where the indicator is 

used as an evaluation tool or prominently figures in political speeches. Even very 

recently the Dutch government incorporated GDP as a main assessment tool in a 

politically prominent public investment fund (de Witt Wijnen, 2020). This shows 

that China is not the only country where GDP continues to be used as governance 

tool, and why it is relevant to study the topic in other contexts as well.

This is especially important because we have a limited understanding of the 

politics of GDP and other macroeconomic statistics due to the narrow geographical, 
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chronological and conceptual scope in which scholars have analyzed these 

indicators. Therefore, I suggest that we analyze GDP politics, especially in countries 

outside the West. Similar to China, many of these countries adopted a ‘foreign’ 

indicator, the roots of which lay outside their country. Like China there are also 

examples of countries that have used GDP targets in their policymaking, such as 

India, Pakistan or Bangladesh. Studying these cases helps to establish whether the 

findings in this thesis, such as the experimental translation process to adopt GDP 

measurement or the symbolic power of the GDP indicator, hold in other cases 

as well. It contributes to a more representative picture of GDP’s power and its 

implications on society.  

Third, we should analyze other macroeconomic indicators, such as inflation, 

foreign direct investment, public debt or (un)employment by applying the broad 

conceptual framework developed in this thesis. It would be specifically interesting 

to zoom in on the uses of the indicators and identify the conditions under which 

they appropriate different meanings and concrete applications across different 

contexts. This research would contribute to theorizing the different dimensions of 

indicator politics. 

Last, to increase the policy relevance of this strand of scholarship, I also suggest 

further analysis of the factors and mechanisms that shape the implementation of 

alternative indicators to GDP in everyday life and policymaking. Even though many 

new indicators have been developed to cope with GDP’s biases and blind spots, few 

of them are put into practice in policymaking processes. To prevent the unwanted 

effects of GDP measurement trickling down in policymaking we should expand our 

knowledge on the uptake of indicators in policymaking. Only then can we increase 

the policy impact of ‘better’ measures of the economy, well-being or welfare. 
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A. Additional tables Chapter 5

Table A.1: Xiaokang Index 1992 

Category Indicator Xiaokang 
Standard

Weight

A. Objective economic 
conditions

1. Real per Capita GNP (yuan) 2,400 15

2. Share of ‘tertiary’ sector (%) 36 8

3. Gini coefficient (0-1) 0.33 9

4. Proportion of the poor (%) 5 5

B. Quality of life 
indicators

5. Average household income (yuan) 1,400 14

6. Average living floor space (sq.) 15,5 10

7. Average daily per-capita calorie intake 
(calorie)

2,600 4

8. Daily per-capita protein intake (grams) 75 5

9. Engels’s coefficient (%) 48 8

    (for urban residents) 45

10. Cultural, educational, recreation 
expenditures

16 5

C. Human Resource 
Indicators 

11. Average life expectancy (years) 70 10

12. Secondary enrolment ratio (%) 57 6 

Source: (translated from NBS Xiaokang Research Group, 1992; Wong, 1998: 146)
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Table A.2: Xiaokang Index 2009

Category Indicator Xiaokang 
Standard

Weight

Economic 
Development

1. Per capita GDP Not less than 
¥31.400

12

2. Share of R&D expenses in GDP Not less than 2.5% 4

3. Share of value-added of the tertiary
industry in GDP

Not less than 50% 4

4. Proportion of urban population Not less than 60% 5

5. Urban unemployment rate Not more than 6% 4

Social Harmony 6. Gini Coefficient Not more than 0.4 2

7. Urban-rural household income ratio Not more than 2.8 2

8. Regional economic development
disparity coefficient

Not more than 60% 2

9. Basic social security coverage Not less than 90% 6

10. Sex ratio of senior high school
graduates

Not less than 100% 3

Quality of Life 11. Per capita household disposable
income

Not less than 
¥15.000

6

12. Engel’s coefficient Not more than 40% 3

13. Per capita usable floor space Not less than 27 m2 5

14. Under-five mortality rate Not more than 12‰ 2

15. Life expectancy Not less than 75 
years

3

Democracy & Law 16. Citizens’ satisfaction of democratic
rights

Not less than 90% 5

17. Social safety index Not less than 100% 6

Culture & 
Education

18. Share of value-added of cultural
industry in GDP

Not less than 5% 6

19. Share of household’s expenses on
cultural, educational and recreational
services in total expenses

Not less than 16% 2

20. Average years of education Not less than 10.5 
years

6

Resources & 
Environment

21. Per unit GDP energy consumption Not more than 0.84 
ton standard coal 
per ¥10.000

4

22. Arable land area index Not less than 94% 2

23. Environmental quality index 100% 6

Source: (Shi, 2013; Xu, 2009b; Yang, 2016)
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Table A.3: Xiaokang Index 2013

Category Indicator Weight Xiaokang 
Standard

Economic 
development  
(22%)

1. GDP per capita (constant price in 
2010)

4.0 Not less than 
¥57.000

2.Proportion of value-added of the 
tertiary industry in GDP

2.0 Not less than 47%

3. Household consumption 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP

2.5 Not less than 36%

4. R&D expenditures as a percentage 
of GDP

1.5 Not less than 2.5%

5. Owning invention patents per 
10,000 population

1.5 Not less than 3.5 
patents

6. Industrial productivity 2.5 Not less than 
¥12.000 per person

7. Internet coverage 2.5 Not less than 50%

8. Proportion of urban population 3.0 Not less than 60%

9. Agricultural labour productivity 2.5 Not less than 
¥20.000 per person

Democracy &  
legal system  
(14%)

10.  Grassroots Democratic Election 
Rates

3.5 Not less than 95%

11. Number of civil servants filed by 
the Prosecutor’s Office per 10.000 civil 
servants

3.5 Not more than 8 
civil servants

12. Social Security 
Index

Criminal offenses 
per 10.000 
population

4.0

Fatalities from 
traffic accidents 
per 10.000 
population

Fatalities from 
fire accidents per 
10.000 population

Fatalities from 
work-related 
accidents per 
10.000 population

13. Lawyers per 10.000 population 3.0 Not less than 2.3 
lawyers
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Category Indicator Weight Xiaokang 
Standard

Cultural 
construction  
(14%)

14. Added value of culture and related 
industries as a percentage of GDP

3.0 Not less than 5 %

15. Public cultural expenditure per 
capita

2.5 Not less than ¥200

16. The percentage of households 
subscribing Cable Radio and TV

3.0 Not less than 60%

17. Construction area of social houses 
of “three Guan and one Zhan”13 per 
10,000 population*

2.5 Not less than 
450m2

18. Urban and rural residents’ 
expenditure on cultural and 
entertainment services as a 
proportion of household consumption 
expenditure

3.0 Not less than 6 %

Citizen’s lives 
(28%)

19. Per capita income of urban and 
rural residents (constant price in 2010)

4.0 Not less than 
¥25.000

20. Coefficient of variance of basic 
public services expenditure per capita 
by region

1.5 Not more than 40%

21. Unemployment rate 2.0 Not more than 6 %

22. Engel’s coefficient 2.0 Not more than 40%

23. Gini Coefficient 1.5 Not more than 0.4

24. Income ratio of urban and rural 
residents

1.5 Not more than 2.8

25. Per capita housing area compliance 
rate of urban and rural households

2.0 Not less than 60%

26. Public 
Transport Service 
Index

Public transport 
vehicles per 
10,000 population

2.0

Administrative 
Villages Passenger 
Line Access Rate

27. Average life expectancy 2.0 Not less than 
76-years-old

28. Average years of education 2.0 Not less than 10.5 
years

29. Number of licensed doctors per 
1,000 population

1.5 Not less than 1.95 
doctors 

30. Basic social insurance cover rate 3.0 Not less than 95%

31. Rural tap water coverage 1.5 Not less than 80%

32. Rural sanitary toilet coverage 1.5 Not less than 75%

13 ‘san guan and one zhan’ refers to: Meishu Guan (Arts museum), Tushu Guan (library), 
Wenhua Guan (Culture museum) and Wenhua Zhan (Culture center)
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Category Indicator Weight Xiaokang 
Standard

Resources and 
Environment  
(22%)

33. Energy consumption per unit of 
GDP (constant price in 2010)

3.0 Not more than 0.6 
ton standard coal 
per ¥10.000

34. Water consumption per unit of 
GDP (constant price in 2010)

3.0 Not more than 
110m3 per ¥10.000

35. Construction land area per unit of 
GDP (constant price in 2010)

3.0 Not more than 
60 hectares per 
¥100.000.000

36. CO2 emissions per unit of GDP 
(constant price in 2010)

2.0 Not more than 2.5 
ton per ¥10.000

37. Environmental 
Quality Index

PM2.5 Days of 
compliance

4.0

Surface water 
compliance rate

Forest cover rate

Green coverage 
in urban built-up 
areas

38. Emission 
Intensity Index of 
Major Pollutants

COD emission 
intensity per unit 
of GDP

4.0

SO2 emission 
intensity per unit 
of GDP

Ammonia nitrogen 
emission intensity 
per unit of GDP

Nitrogen oxide 
emissions 
intensity per unit 
of GDP

39. Urban garbage harmless disposal 
and management rate

3.0 Not less than 85%

Source: (Yang, 2016: 23)
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Table A.4: New Economy Index

Classification 
Index

Nr. Indicator Unit of 
measurement 

Weight

Knowledge 
capability index

1 Proportion of people with master’s 
degrees and above in economically 
active population

% 0.2

2 Proportion of professional and 
technical personnel among the 
employees in the “four above” 
enterprises

%

3 Proportion of information personnel 
in non-information departments

%

4 R&D personnel equivalent to full-
time equivalent

10.000 
population per 
year

Economic 
vitality index

1 Number of newly registered market 
entities

10.000 
households

0.2

2 Number of technology business 
incubators

Number of 
companies

3 Number of Enterprise Units in 
National High-tech Development 
Zones

Number of units

4 Number of companies listed on GEM 
and NEEQ

Number of 
companies

5 Actual use of foreign capital $100.000.000

6 Foreign direct investment $100.000.000

7 Express business volume 100.000.000 
items

Innovation 
driven index

1 Ratio of R&D expenditure to GDP % 0.2

2 Enterprise R&D funding ¥100.000.000

3 Cumulative number of graduated 
companies in technology business 
incubators

Number of 
companies

4 Patents granted per 10.000 R&D 
personnel

Number of 
patents

5 Amount of contract concluded in 
technology market

¥100.000.000
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Classification 
Index

Nr. Indicator Unit of 
measurement 

Weight

Network 
economy index

1 Number of fixed Internet broadband 
access users

10.000 
households

0.2

2 Number of mobile Internet users 10.000 
households

3 Mobile Internet access traffic 10.000 GB

4 E-commerce platform transactions Trillion

5 Cross-border e-commerce 
transactions

Trillion

6 Percentage of online retail sales of 
physical goods in total retail sales of 
consumer goods

%

7 Online shopping substitution rate %

Transformation 
and upgrading 
index

1 Proportion of Strategic emerging 
industry added value in GDP

% 0.2

2 Proportion of added value of high-
tech manufacturing in industrial 
added value above designated size

%

3 Number of agricultural 
industrialization management 
organizations

Number of 
organizations

4 Proportion of “four above” 
enterprises that sell goods or 
services through e-commerce trading 
platform

%

5 Proportion of exports of high-tech 
products to total exports

%

6 Reduction rate of energy 
consumption per unit of GDP

%

Source: (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), 2018).
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B. Interview List

• Interview 01: Former statistician National Bureau of Statistics China, Beijing, 

September 2017.

• Interview 02: Academic statistician. Beijing, September 2017

• Interview 03: Chief economist East Asia World Bank. Washington DC, April 2018.

• Interview 04: Former World Bank official China & Mongolia office. Washington 

DC, April 2018. 

• Interview 05: Former World Bank official Statistical department. Washington DC, 

April 2018.

• Interview 06: Former Statistical Consultant World Bank. Washington DC, April 

2018. 

• Interview 07: Former chief of World Bank China mission. Washington DC, April 

2018. 

• Interview 08: Statistician National Accounts Division OECD. Paris, April 2019. 

• Interview 09: Professor of Finance, Peking University. Beijing, May 2019. 

• Interview 10: Former statistician National Bureau of Statistics China, Beijing, 

May 2019

• Interview 11: Statistician National Bureau of Statistics. Beijing, May 2019

• Interview 12: Academic Statistician. Beijing, May 2019. 

• Interview 13: Statistician National Accounts Division, United Nations Statistical 

Division. New York, June 2019.

• Interview 14: Former World Bank official China & Mongolia office. Amsterdam, 

December 2019. 
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