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Abstract. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on economies around the world, with 
China being one of the first countries to both experience the virus and begin the process of recovery. 
While China has demonstrated strong resilience, the pandemic has exacerbated existing regional 
economic disparities. Coastal provinces like Guangdong and Jiangsu, which are more developed 
and heavily reliant on international trade, were initially hit hard but have rebounded swiftly due to 
their diversified economies and infrastructure. In contrast, inland regions such as Guizhou and 
Yunnan, which have traditionally lagged behind in terms of economic development, have faced a 
slower recovery, struggling with limited access to healthcare, digital resources, and infrastructure. 
This paper explores the mechanisms through which the pandemic has amplified these regional 
inequalities, including supply chain disruptions, the uneven distribution of fiscal stimulus, and varying 
public health responses. It also examines policy responses aimed at reducing these disparities and 
suggests strategic directions for fostering more balanced regional development in China. The 
findings highlight the need for targeted investments in infrastructure, healthcare, and technology in 
less developed regions, as well as stronger social safety nets to ensure more equitable growth in 
the post-pandemic era. 
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1. Introduction  

The COVID-19 pandemic has had profound impacts on the global economy, leading to disruptions 

in global supply chains and a sharp decline in demand, which pushed many economies into recession. 

As one of the first countries to experience and begin recovering from the pandemic, China’s economic 

recovery has drawn considerable attention. Despite China's rapid recovery, the pandemic has actually 

exacerbated pre-existing regional economic disparities. Coastal regions like Guangdong and Jiangsu, 

heavily reliant on international trade and manufacturing, were significantly impacted during the early 

stages of the pandemic. However, due to their diversified economic structures and advanced 

infrastructure, these regions managed to recover relatively quickly. In contrast, inland provinces such 

as Guizhou and Yunnan, lacking similar resources and economic vitality, experienced slower 

recoveries, further widening the regional economic gap. 

This paper focuses on the issue of post-pandemic regional economic disparities in China, aiming 

to explore the reasons behind the widening gap and propose relevant policy recommendations. The 

research questions addressed include: How has the pandemic exacerbated regional economic 

imbalances? What factors have contributed to the differences in recovery speeds between coastal and 

inland regions? What policies has the government implemented to address these disparities? 

This study employs a mixed-method approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative 

analyses. By reviewing existing literature, the paper will analyze China's regional economic 

conditions before and after the pandemic. It will also use relevant data (such as GDP growth rates, 

investment levels, and distribution of public health resources) to perform a comparative analysis and 

further investigate the pandemic's specific impact on regional economies. 

2. Literature Review 

Before the outbreak of COVID-19, regional economic disparities in China had been widely 

discussed in academic research. Coastal provinces such as Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang 
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benefited from geographic advantages and early economic reforms, which attracted foreign 

investment and boosted trade [1]. In contrast, inland regions such as Guizhou, Yunnan, and Gansu, 

due to geographical isolation and lower levels of industrialization, lagged behind in economic 

development. These disparities were largely driven by the "Open Door Policy" implemented in the 

late 20th century, which concentrated foreign investment and export-oriented industries in coastal 

regions. 

The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated the gap between coastal and inland regions. Studies 

show that sectors such as manufacturing, electronics, and logistics were severely disrupted during the 

pandemic, especially in coastal provinces dependent on global markets. While inland regions were 

less directly affected, they still suffered economic losses due to reduced domestic demand and internal 

supply chain disruptions. 

In the post-pandemic era, coastal provinces have shown significantly faster recovery rates 

compared to inland regions, which is closely tied to their stronger economic foundations and better 

infrastructure. Inland regions, due to insufficient investment and limited access to digital resources, 

have experienced slower recovery. Research indicates that coastal provinces, with their diversified 

economies and reliance on high-tech industries, adapted more effectively, whereas inland provinces, 

still reliant on agriculture and basic manufacturing, struggled to recover from the pandemic’s impacts. 

Some scholars argue that the government’s fiscal stimulus policies during the pandemic 

disproportionately favored wealthier coastal regions, further aggravating regional economic 

disparities [2]. On the other hand, there are views advocating for stronger government intervention 

and funding to support inland provinces in fostering balanced development. Additionally, investment 

in digital infrastructure is seen as a key driver for accelerating the recovery of inland regions. 

3. Pre-Pandemic Economic Landscape 

Before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s economic landscape displayed 

significant regional disparities, primarily between its coastal and inland regions. Coastal provinces 

such as Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Shanghai had long been the country's economic powerhouses due 

to early foreign investment, trade liberalization, and industrialization. These regions attracted 

substantial foreign direct investment (FDI) and became integrated into global supply chains, which 

significantly boosted their GDP growth [3]. Inland provinces like Guizhou, Yunnan, and Gansu, in 

contrast, faced slower economic development due to geographic isolation, lower levels of 

industrialization, and reduced access to international markets. 

Coastal regions, benefiting from strategic locations and well-developed infrastructure, became 

manufacturing and export hubs, while inland regions struggled with structural challenges such as a 

reliance on agriculture and basic manufacturing. Inland areas, being less attractive to foreign investors 

due to their remoteness and underdeveloped infrastructure, experienced slower economic growth 

compared to coastal areas [4]. This widening economic gap between the regions persisted into the 

pandemic. 

Table 1. Pre-Pandemic GDP Growth by Region 

Region GDP Growth Rate (%) Main Economic Sector 

Guangdong 7.5 Manufacturing, Export 

Jiangsu 6.9 Electronics, Logistics 

Shanghai 6.5 Finance, Trade, Technology 

Guizhou 5.3 Agriculture, Mining 

Yunnan 5.1 Agriculture, Tourism 

Gansu 4.8 Agriculture, Basic Manufacturing 

 

As shown in Table 1, coastal provinces like Guangdong maintained a significantly higher GDP 

growth rate (7.5%) compared to inland provinces such as Guizhou (5.3%) and Yunnan (5.1%), 
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reflecting the economic advantages of globalization and foreign investment concentrated along the 

coast. 

The influence of globalization played a vital role in shaping the economic structures of coastal 

regions. After China joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, coastal provinces 

capitalized on an influx of FDI, quickly integrating into global supply chains. Foreign companies 

favored these regions for their industrial capacity and proximity to international shipping routes. As 

a result, cities like Shanghai became major financial and trade centers, fostering high-tech industries 

and logistics sectors. In contrast, inland regions, due to underdeveloped transportation networks and 

traditional reliance on agriculture, did not benefit from globalization to the same extent, further 

widening the economic gap between coastal and inland China. 

In summary, prior to the pandemic, the disparities between coastal and inland regions were largely 

driven by advantages enjoyed by coastal provinces in terms of foreign investment, industrial 

development, and globalization. Inland regions, lacking these opportunities and infrastructure, 

remained economically disadvantaged, contributing to the long-standing regional inequality across 

the country [5]. 

4. Impact of the Pandemic on Regional Economies 

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated pre-existing economic disparities between China’s coastal 

and inland regions. Major contributing factors include disruptions to supply chains, differences in 

public health responses, and uneven distribution of fiscal stimulus and relief measures. 

The pandemic disrupted global and domestic supply chains, with coastal provinces, which are 

heavily involved in manufacturing and export-oriented industries, being the most affected. 

Lockdowns in early 2020 halted production in major manufacturing hubs such as Guangdong, Jiangsu, 

and Zhejiang. This led to shipment delays, raw material shortages, and a decline in international 

demand. As coastal provinces rely more on international trade, industries such as electronics, textiles, 

and automotive manufacturing faced severe slowdowns [6]. In contrast, inland regions like Guizhou 

and Yunnan, which are more focused on agriculture and basic manufacturing, were less impacted by 

global supply chain disruptions but still experienced challenges due to reduced domestic demand and 

logistical issues. 

The Chinese government’s strict lockdown measures had varying economic impacts across regions. 

Coastal cities like Shanghai and Shenzhen, with higher population densities and greater economic 

activity, were hit harder by extended business shutdowns and job losses, particularly in service 

industries like hospitality and tourism. Inland regions, which are less urbanized and more reliant on 

agriculture, experienced fewer disruptions [7]. However, reduced demand for agricultural products 

and transportation challenges still affected inland provinces, slowing their recovery. 

In response to the economic downturn, the Chinese government implemented fiscal stimulus 

packages aimed at stabilizing the economy. Coastal regions like Shanghai and Jiangsu, due to their 

higher levels of economic activity and well-developed infrastructure, received a larger share of these 

funds, which they used to support infrastructure projects and revive their manufacturing sectors. 

Meanwhile, inland provinces, with weaker infrastructure and less-developed industries, received 

smaller portions of the fiscal stimulus, hindering their recovery efforts. 

Table 2. Allocation of Fiscal Stimulus Funds by Region 

Region Fiscal Stimulus Allocation (Billion RMB) Percentage of National Total (%) 

Guangdong 200 12 

Jiangsu 180 10.8 

Shanghai 160 9.6 

Guizhou 80 4.8 

Yunnan 70 4.2 

Gansu 60 3.6 
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As shown in Table 2, wealthier coastal provinces like Guangdong received 12% of the total fiscal 

stimulus, while inland regions like Guizhou and Yunnan received significantly less, further widening 

the economic gap between these areas. Coastal provinces' better access to fiscal resources allowed 

them to maintain higher infrastructure investments and support their industrial sectors, enabling a 

faster recovery. In contrast, inland regions, with limited funds and economic diversification, struggled 

to utilize the stimulus effectively, resulting in a slower and more uneven recovery. 

In summary, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a varying impact on China’s regional economies. 

Coastal provinces, more reliant on international trade and manufacturing, experienced more 

significant disruptions but benefited from greater fiscal support, enabling faster recovery. Inland 

regions, while less affected by global supply chain issues, faced slower recovery due to limited fiscal 

stimulus and weaker infrastructure, underscoring the need for more equitable recovery policies. 

5. Post-Pandemic Recovery and Regional Disparities  

The post-pandemic recovery in China has accentuated the existing economic divide between 

coastal and inland regions. Coastal provinces have rebounded swiftly due to significant infrastructure 

investments, advanced healthcare systems, and better digital resources. In contrast, inland regions 

have struggled with underinvestment and slower adaptation to new economic realities. 

Infrastructure investment has been a major driver of recovery but remains unevenly distributed. 

Coastal provinces such as Guangdong and Jiangsu have attracted the bulk of infrastructure funding, 

which has supported projects like high-speed rail and smart city initiatives. These investments have 

allowed coastal regions to remain competitive in global trade. Inland provinces like Guizhou and 

Gansu, however, have received far less infrastructure investment, contributing to slower economic 

growth and recovery. 

Table 3. Regional Investment in Infrastructure Post-Pandemic 

Region Infrastructure Investment (Billion RMB) Percentage of National Total (%) 

Guangdong 250 15 

Jiangsu 220 13.2 

Shanghai 180 10.8 

Guizhou 90 5.4 

Yunnan 85 5.1 

Gansu 70 4.2 

 

As shown in Table 3, healthcare and digital infrastructure disparities further widened the recovery 

gap. Coastal regions, with better healthcare systems and digital access, responded more effectively to 

the pandemic. Cities like Shanghai benefited from advanced medical facilities and digital resources, 

allowing for better public health responses and quicker transitions to remote services [8]. In contrast, 

inland regions like Guizhou and Yunnan, with underfunded healthcare and limited digital 

infrastructure, faced greater difficulties in managing the pandemic and its economic consequences. 

The pandemic also triggered shifts in employment and industrial patterns. Coastal regions, with 

diversified economies, adapted faster to the rise of digital industries. For instance, Shenzhen's tech 

industry expanded rapidly, growing employment in sectors like e-commerce and artificial intelligence. 

Meanwhile, inland regions remained dependent on traditional sectors like agriculture, which were 

slower to recover, leading to prolonged job losses and economic stagnation. 

Case Study: Shenzhen’s Transition to Digital Economy 

Shenzhen quickly adapted to the digital economy, with significant growth in e-commerce and AI, 

resulting in a 10% increase in tech sector employment by 2021. 

Case Study: Guizhou’s Struggle with Industrial Transition 

Guizhou, heavily reliant on agriculture, faced significant job losses as 15% of the workforce was 

affected by the pandemic-related downturn. The lack of investment in digital infrastructure hindered 

its ability to diversify and recover. 
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In conclusion, the post-pandemic recovery has highlighted regional disparities in China. Coastal 

regions have benefited from greater infrastructure investment and digital transformation, while inland 

regions lag behind due to underinvestment and less diversified economies. To bridge this gap, 

targeted policies focusing on infrastructure development, digital transformation, and economic 

diversification in inland regions are necessary for a balanced national recovery. 

6. Policy Responses and Strategic Directions 

The widening regional disparities in China’s post-pandemic recovery highlight the need for 

targeted policy interventions. These policies should emphasize balanced regional development, 

innovation, regional integration, and social safety nets, particularly for underdeveloped inland regions. 

By addressing these areas, the government can mitigate the long-term effects of the pandemic and 

promote more equitable recovery. 

Policies to promote balanced regional development must focus on targeted investments in 

education, healthcare, and infrastructure in underdeveloped regions. For instance, improving higher 

education in inland provinces can bridge the skills gap, making these regions more attractive for 

investment and supporting local economic growth. Additionally, building new roads, railways, and 

digital infrastructure is crucial for reducing logistical costs and stimulating economic activity in 

inland areas. Investment in healthcare infrastructure will also strengthen resilience to future public 

health crises, particularly in rural regions that were hard-hit by the pandemic. 

Fostering innovation and technology transfer is vital for narrowing regional economic disparities. 

Coastal regions have been at the forefront of technological advancements, but similar progress is 

needed in inland regions. Establishing research and development (R&D) centers in underdeveloped 

areas and incentivizing companies to invest through tax breaks or grants will drive innovation. 

Collaborations between universities and industries in inland provinces can also help these areas 

transition to high-tech and innovation-driven sectors, reducing their dependence on traditional 

industries. 

Improving transportation links and enhancing economic integration between coastal and inland 

regions is another key strategy for reducing disparities. Expanding high-speed rail networks and road 

connectivity will facilitate the movement of goods, services, and people, promoting resource sharing. 

Creating collaborative economic zones that connect inland and coastal provinces can encourage 

balanced development and industrial growth, while easing the flow of capital and skilled labor 

between regions will help inland areas benefit from the economic dynamism of coastal provinces [9]. 

Strengthening social safety nets is essential for supporting vulnerable populations in less 

developed regions. Expanding welfare programs such as unemployment insurance, healthcare 

subsidies, and pensions will create a safety net for inland populations [10]. Improving access to these 

services, especially in rural areas, will reduce poverty and provide economic stability. Strengthening 

social protection is critical to safeguarding against future economic shocks and ensuring that no 

region is left behind in the recovery process. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper has explored the significant regional economic disparities in China both before and 

after the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings show that while coastal provinces have recovered more 

quickly, inland regions continue to struggle due to underinvestment, weaker healthcare systems, and 

slower adaptation to digital and industrial shifts. The pandemic has not only highlighted these long-

standing disparities but also exacerbated them, underscoring the urgent need for targeted policy 

interventions. 

The study’s contributions lie in its comprehensive analysis of how regional differences have 

affected the post-pandemic recovery and its identification of key policy areas that can bridge these 
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gaps. By focusing on infrastructure investment, innovation, regional integration, and social safety 

nets, policymakers can foster more inclusive and balanced economic growth across China. 

Future research should explore the long-term impacts of different policy interventions on regional 

economic recovery, including how specific investments in digital infrastructure or healthcare can 

promote sustainable development. Additionally, more localized studies on how various provinces are 

adapting to post-pandemic economic realities can provide further insights into crafting effective 

policies for equitable growths. 
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