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Infrastructure investment has been vital to China’s growth miracle over the past few decades. The country has ploughed 8.5% of its 
GDP into its infrastructure since 1992 and its stock of infrastructure as a percentage of GDP is now at 71%, above the global 
average. With this in mind, understanding infrastructure development is important because it facilitates many of the economic, 
social and political processes of change that are taking place in China. The objective of this paper is to present a general framework 
for the understanding of infrastructure development in China. Specifically, it seeks to uncover the underlying determinant factors 
that drive infrastructure development domestically. Following an in-depth analysis of the Chinese National Five-Year Plans between 
1981-2015 and an exploration of the political/economic/spatial evolution of the energy, transport, water and waste sectors, four 
factors that are driving infrastructure development at the national level are identified: national-plans, economic growth, changes in 
demographics and urbanisation. In addition to these generic drivers, sector specific drivers are observed. Integrating these drivers, 
we demonstrate a generic framework that captures the main driving forces behind infrastructure development and can be used as 
a foundation for modelling future infrastructure development in China. In addition, an introduction to China’s recent infrastructure 
involvement abroad is presented and questions are raised for discussion. 
 
Xi is a doctoral student at the Environmental Change Institute (ECI) and a Wai Seng Senior Research Scholar at the Asian Studies 
Centre, University of Oxford. Her research focuses on understanding how the Chinese infrastructure system is vulnerable to climate 
change impacts such as flooding and droughts, and what the adaptation implications are for policy makers. Before joining the ECI, Xi 
conducted policy research at the Chinese Ministry of the Environment and Ministry of Land and Resources on both domestic and 
global levels. She also interned at the International Finance Corporation (IFC) on Sino-African relations, UK-India Business council on 
corporate social responsibility, and worked as an analyst at Legal & General on investing in China. Xi holds a BSc in Environmental 
Policy with Economics and an MSc in Environmental Economics and Climate Change from the London School of Economics. 
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