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Deepening Reform on All Fronts: Unlocking 
the Potential of China’s High-Quality Development

●

In March 2021, China released the Outline of the 14th Five-
Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development 
(2021-2025) and the Long-Range Objectives Through the 

Year 2035 of the People’s Republic of China. In July, President 
Xi Jinping solemnly announced that China had achieved the first 
centenary goal of building a moderately prosperous society in 
all respects, and is striding toward the second centenary goal of 
building a modern socialist country in all respects. The period 
covered by the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025) is the first five 
years on China’s new journey toward modernization. Over the 
past five years, faced with a complex and volatile international 
environment and the significant impact of the once-in-a-century 
pandemic on development, the Chinese people have united as 
one, overcome various challenges, and made a series of major 
achievements in economic and social development.

Reaching new levels in economic aggregates and maintaining 
a high contribution to global economic growth. Since the start of 
the 14th Five-Year Plan period, China’s economy has maintained 
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relatively fast growth. It grew at an average annual rate of 5.5 
percent from 2021 to 2024. Its economic aggregates have continued 
to expand by successively hitting the marks of RMB110 trillion, 
RMB120 trillion and RMB130 trillion, and is expected to reach 
approximately RMB140 trillion in 2025. Over the past five years, 
China’s GDP has increased by about US$5 trillion in cumulative 
terms, and the country has contributed around 30 percent of global 
economic growth on average annually.

This article reviews China’s economic development over 
the past five years from the five aspects of the new development 
philosophy proposed by President Xi Jinping, namely innovative, 
coordinated, green, open and shared development.

Pursuing innovation-driven development and making new 
advances in sci-tech and industrial development. A new wave of 
technological revolution and industrial transformation is deepening 
and creating new opportunities for China and global development. 
China has placed scientific and technological innovation at the core 
of its development agenda, and consistently increased investment 
in research and development (R&D). In 2024, China’s total R&D 
spending  grew by nearly 50 percent compared to the end of the 
13th Five-Year Plan period. The R&D intensity reached 2.68 
percent, surpassing the European Union’s average and approaching 
that of OECD countries. Remarkable progress has been made in 
cutting-edge fields such as integrated circuits, artificial intelligence, 
quantum information and bio-medicine. Sustained scientific and 
technological innovation has driven the rapid development of 
emerging industries and new consumer trends. Products like smart 
cars, smartphones, and smart home devices have become part of 
people’s daily life.

Fostering coordinated development with visibly enhanced 
balance and synergy. China has advanced people-centered 
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urbanization, making it easier for migrant rural populations to 
access basic urban public services. In 2024, the urbanization rate of 
the permanent resident population reached 67 percent, an increase 
of 3.1 percentage points compared to the end of 2020, and the 
target of 65 percent set in the 14th Five-Year Plan was met ahead 
of schedule. Transport infrastructure connecting urban and rural 
areas has been improved. The goal of connecting all villages with 
asphalt and concrete roads has been largely achieved. More farmers 
now can board a vehicle right outside their doors and collect their 
express delivery package at the village entrance. The potential for 
regional development has been further unleashed as the eastern, 
central and western regions leverage their respective advantages 
to develop industries with more distinctive local features. For 
instance, the western region has brought into better play its strength 
in natural resources. The West-to-East Power Transmission Project 
has delivered over 2.5 trillion kilowatt-hours of electricity. The 
wastelands in Gobi Deserts are turning into green energy bases.

Advancing green development and significantly improving 
the ecological environment. Two decades ago, President Xi Jinping 
put forward the notion that “lucid waters and lush mountains are 
invaluable assets.” This idea has taken a deep root in people’s 
heart and is guiding China in making continuous progress in green 
development. During the 14th Five-Year Plan period, China’s 
forest coverage has further increased and its newly-added area 
of afforestation accounts for a quarter of the global total. The 
proportion of days with good air quality has stabilized at around 
87 percent, an increase of three percentage points from the 13th 
Five-Year Plan period. The main streams of China’s two “mother 
rivers”, the Yangtze and the Yellow Rivers, have now reached 
Grade II water quality standard. In September 2020, President Xi 
Jinping solemnly announced, “China will scale up its Intended 
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Nationally Determined Contributions and adopt more vigorous 
policies and measures. We aim to have carbon dioxide emissions 
peak before 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality before 2060.” 
China has achieved major transformation in its energy mix. It 
has built the world’s largest clean power generation system. The 
installed capacity of wind and solar power has surpassed that of 
coal-fired power for the first time. Now, one out of every three 
kilowatt-hours of electricity consumed in China comes from green 
sources. Eco-friendly living has become a new social trend. By 
2024, China’s new energy vehicles ownership had increased more 
than five-fold compared to the end of the 13th Five-Year Plan 
period, and over 90 percent consumers had chosen to purchase 
home appliances with the highest energy efficiency.

Staying committed to open development and sharing 
opportunities with the world. Against the backdrop of rising 
unilateralism and protectionism in the world, China has actively 
promoted voluntary opening-up. It has lifted all restrictions on 
foreign investment in the manufacturing sector, implemented a 
negative list for cross-border trade in services, and adopted a series 
of major opening measures in telecommunications, healthcare and 
financial services. China has expanded unilateral opening-up and 
applied the unilateral visa-free policy to more countries. Visiting 
China for sightseeing and shopping has become increasingly 
popular in the world. China has implemented a zero-tariff policy 
for imports from the least developed countries. It has steadily 
advanced institutional opening-up through the development of 
pilot free trade zones and the Hainan Free Trade Port, and worked 
to foster a first-rate business environment that is market-oriented, 
law-based and aligned with international standards. China has 
promoted win-win opening-up through high-quality Belt and Road 
cooperation. It is among the top three trading partners for 157 
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countries and regions worldwide.
Striving for shared development and continuously improving 

people’s well-being. China has always taken people’s aspiration 
for a better life as its development goal. During the 14th Five-
Year Plan period, over one-third of the development indicators 
are about people’s livelihoods. China has established the world’s 
largest education, healthcare and social security systems. The 
consolidation rate of compulsory education and the coverage rates 
of basic old-age insurance and medical insurance have all remained 
above 95 percent. Since the launch of the 14th Five-Year Plan, 
more than 12 million new urban jobs have been created annually. 
The average life expectancy has continued to rise, and reached 79 
years in 2024, ranking fourth among the 53 upper-middle-income 
countries.

The development achievements made by China in the past few 
years are not only the result of the hard work of the Chinese people, 
but also inseparable from its cooperation with other countries in 
the world. China’s development creates new opportunities for 
global development while benefiting itself. Having said that, China 
also faces some challenges in its development.

In term of the external environment, the global economic 
landscape is undergoing profound changes, and trade protectionism 
is intensifying. They pose new challenges to the global economy 
and the development of all countries. The uncertainty in the 
international economic and trade environment has increased 
significantly. As the world’s second largest economy, a major 
trading nation in goods, and a major destination for foreign 
investment, China will inevitably be affected.

In term of the development stage, China is confronted with 
new challenges in its development transition. China’s per capita 
GDP exceeded US$10,000 in 2018, and was only US$275 away 
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from the World Bank’s high-income standard in 2024. International 
experience shows that the transition from upper-middle-income to 
high-income is often accompanied by major structural adjustments 
such as the change of pace in economic growth and the upgrading 
of the supply and demand structure. These are also the challenges 
that China faces in its current economic development.

In term of shift in the development model, the model that 
once underpinned high-speed growth has accumulated some risks 
in the fields of real estate, local government debt, and small and 
medium financial institutions.

Overall, these risks and challenges are “growing pains”, and 
problems inevitable as China’s development stage changes. The 
Chinese economy has strong resilience, tremendous potential 
and great vitality. The fundamentals sustaining China’s long-
term development have not changed and will remain unchanged. 
There are both new potential and many new advantages in its 
economic growth. For example, China is in a stage where total 
demand is being released at a relatively fast speed. In 2024, the 
average consumption rate of Chinese residents stood at 68 percent, 
and there is still room for improvement compared with other 
major countries in the world. The Engel coefficient of resident 
consumption is currently 30 percent, and there is much unleashed 
potential for the upgrading of the consumption structure. China 
has vast territories, and many less-developed regions still need 
investment and construction in many areas of weakness. Another 
example is China’s human resource dividend, which has replaced 
the demographic dividend as a new supporting factor. Every 
year, China trains more than five million graduates in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). Furthermore, 
China has rich application scenarios for new technologies and new 
products, a complete supporting system for the manufacturing 
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industry, and an efficient and well-developed logistics network. All 
these can underpin the low-cost mass production and large-scale 
sales of new products.

To further unleash potential, harness advantages, and tackle 
challenges, the key ultimately lies in deepening reform and 
opening-up. In 2024, the Third Plenary Session of the 20th Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) adopted the 
Resolution on Further Deepening Reforms Comprehensively to 
Advance Chinese Modernization. The Resolution put forward more 
than 300 important reform measures to be completed within five 
years and fully demonstrated China’s firm commitment to reform 
and opening-up.

First, China will stay committed to “unswervingly  consolidating 
and developing the public sector and unswervingly encouraging, 
supporting and guiding the development of the non-public 
sector”, to stimulate the internal dynamism and innovation vitality 
of all market entities. We will uphold the basic economic system 
under which public ownership is the mainstay and diverse forms 
of ownership develop together. We will ensure, through further 
reform, that all economic entities have equal access to factors of 
production, compete in the market on a level playing field, and 
receive equal protection under the law, to encourage economic 
entities under diverse forms of ownership to complement each 
other and develop side by side. This will enable China to leverage 
the strength of its socialist system in pooling resources behind 
major undertakings, and mobilize the whole society’s initiative and 
creativity to boost productivity.

Second, China will build a unified national market to tap into 
the dividend of China’s supersized market. This supersized market 
not only represents a key advantage for China’s development, 
but also provides stable expectations and enormous space for 
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global enterprises to invest in China. In response to the challenges 
in the development of a unified market, China has made new 
arrangements to deepen reform and explicitly put forward the 
requirement of “Five Unifications and One Opening-Up”, namely 
unified underlying institutions and rules of the market, unified 
market infrastructure, unified standards for government conduct, 
unified law enforcement in market regulations, unified markets 
of factors and resources, and continuing to expand opening-up on 
both domestic and external fronts. We will continue to foster a first-
rate business environment that is market-oriented, law-based and 
aligned with international standards, to provide better investment 
opportunities and greater development space for Chinese and 
foreign businesses.

Third, China will improve the systems and mechanisms 
for developing new quality productive forces in line with local 
conditions, to inject strong impetus into sustained economic 
growth. In order to better grasp the strategic opportunities 
presented by the new technological revolution and industrial 
transformation, President Xi Jinping put forward in 2024 the 
important theory and major task of developing new quality 
productive forces. This pointed the direction for China to seize the 
opportunities of the new round of technological revolution and 
industrial transformation to achieve a new leap in productivity. 
Going forward, we will promote new quality productive forces 
by increasing institutional supply in new areas and arenas, and 
advancing reforms on the management system for science and 
technology, intellectual property protection, the governance system 
for strategic emerging industries, the investment mechanism for 
future industries, and the allocation mechanism for factors of 
innovation.

Fourth, China will improve the environmental governance 



55

Deepening Reform on All Fronts: Unlocking 
the Potential of China’s High-Quality Development

●

system, and the mechanisms for green and low-carbon development, to 
accelerate a green transition across the board. Chinese modernization 
is a modernization featuring harmonious coexistence between 
man and nature. Since the 18th CPC National Congress, China has 
adopted a series of measures and made historic, transformative and 
overarching changes in ecological and environmental protection. 
At present, faced with the dual tasks of promoting environmental 
protection and accelerating low-carbon transition, China needs to 
establish and improve the mechanisms for green and low-carbon 
development. We will improve the mechanisms for realizing the 
market value of ecosystem goods and services, establish a new 
mechanism for the comprehensive transformation from controlling 
the total amount and intensity of energy consumption to controlling 
the total amount and intensity of carbon emissions. We will also 
implement fiscal, financial, and investment policies that support 
green development to ensure that the carbon peaking and carbon 
neutrality goals are achieved as scheduled.

Fifth, China will improve the systems and mechanisms for 
high-standard opening-up, and enhance its capacity for opening 
in the course of expanding international cooperation. China has 
always advocated a universally beneficial and inclusive economic 
globalization, and firmly opposed unilateralism and protectionism. 
China will adhere to the basic state policy of opening-up and 
promote reform through opening-up. Going forward, China will 
steadily expand opening-up at the institutional level, accelerate 
the alignment with high-standard international rules in areas such 
as property rights protection, industrial subsidies, environmental 
standards, and labor protection, and take steady steps to further 
open sectors like telecommunications, the Internet, education, 
culture and medical care. We will improve the management and 
service systems for outbound investment and promote international 
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cooperation on industrial and supply chains. To promote high-
quality Belt and Road cooperation, we will strengthen South-South 
cooperation by expanding cooperation in green development, the 
digital economy and artificial intelligence, and advancing both 
signature projects and “small and beautiful” public well-being 
projects.

China cannot develop itself in isolation from the world, 
and the world also needs China for prosperity. Advancing Chinese 
modernization through high-quality development will bring new 
strategic opportunities to countries around the world. The 
upgrading of China’s consumption and industrial structure 
will present more market opportunities for the world. China’s 
open development will bring more investment opportunities to 
other countries. China’s innovation-driven development will 
push forward global technological cooperation and industrial 
upgrading. And China’s green and low-carbon transition and 
development will make greater contribution to the global response 
to climate change. 


