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Puzzle and hypothesis

How did China’s growth model contribute to shaping

the dynamics of labour conflict in the 2010s?

The peak (2006-2014) of the investment- & export-

led growth model:

-strengthened workers’ structural bargaining power

-strike wave (2009-2014)

The macroeconomic rebalancing:

-decline in workers’ structural bargaining power

-more fragmented and institutionalized labour

conflict (mid-2010s on)



Political economy & workers’ structural 

bargaining power

Growth model  Structural bargaining power  labour 
unrest 

E.O. Wright: Workers’ power derives from their
strategic position in the production system / labour 
market. 

B.Silver: «Where capital goes, conflict follows» 

J. Kelly: Strike waves emerge in late phases of 
economic expansion.

Macroeconomic rebalancing Declining structural 



Investment- & export-led growth 

model: peak
Core features:

• export-oriented manufacturing

• exceptionally high investment rates

• recycling of trade surpluses into fixed capital formation

Institutional driver

• Party-state financial control to keep investments as high 
as possible 

-Savings > consumption

-Investment > wages

-Profits > wages

Structural outcome

• self-reinforcing export–investment cycle = Trade surplus 
→ capital formation → manufacturing expansion  Peak 
2006-2014. 

Strategic objective

• Upward mobility in the world-economy 



Employment structure by 3-strata 

sectors ‘92-’20

Source: NBSC



GDP composition by three-strata sector, 

1992-2020 (2010 const- prices).

Source: NBSC



GDP by expenditure approach, 1992-

2020.
Source: NBSC



Inward FDI 1992-2020, sub-sectoral 

composition detailed. 

Source: CSY, trade and external economy, 

several years. 



2009-2019

Private manuf. wages: → more than doubled 

Mixed-ownership manuf. wages: → almost quadrupled



Migrant workers’ flows: 

marketplace barg. power
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Investment- & export-led growth 

model: rebalancing
structural shifts: 

-industrial upgrade, 

-infrastructure, 

-selective disengagement of foreign manuf. K, 

-services-driven growth (tertiarization). 

Decline of foreign-funded manufacturing

• FDI, enterprises, employees

Employment tertiarization

• services absorbing migrant labour

• declining concentration of labour in manufacturing

• Growing role of domestic K 







Migrant Workers’ employment by 

sectors, 2008-2020







Conclusions

Core argument

Export- and investment-led growth peaked, generating
strong industrial concentration

- workers’ structural bargaining power increased
- strike wave in the early 2010s

Macroeconomic rebalancing reshaped the labour market

- Selective disengagement of foreign manufacturing 
capital + tertiarization
- dipslacement of the factories in which a relevant
share of the strikes occurred 

-fragmentation of the workforce in small-scale services 
/ digitalization

-Declining worker’ bargaining power
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GDP by expenditure approach, consumption 

detailed, 1992-2020, source: NBSC  



household income, saving, propensity to 

consume Gini index.





Source: China Statistical Yearbook 

(CSY, 2021)

The gap is widening.

2002: Manufacturing 71% of incoming FDI.

2008: 54%

2020: 21%



China’s trade and export as % GDP. 

Source: CSY, trade and external economy, 

several years. 



Channel K  to sectors with high 
investment propensities and R&D.





Source: China’s Trade and External Economy Yearbooks, 

2008; 2012; 2020.
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