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Has the opening of high-speed railway improved the quality of economic
growth in Chinese cities? A labor mobility perspective
GAO Bo'? WANG Ziqi’

(1. Yangtze River Delta Economics and Social Development Research Center Nanjing University Nanjing 210093 China;
2. School of Economics Nanjing University Nanjing 210093 China)

Abstract: China’s economy is in a critical window as it shifts from the high-speed growth to the high-quality stage of
development and it is crucial to improve the quality of urban economic growth. This paper takes the opening of high-speed
rail as a quasi-natural experiment. It uses 286 cities in China at the prefecture level and above from 2003—2019 to
empirically test the effect on the quality of urban economic growth in China of the opening of high-speed rail and the channel
for that effect. The theoretical analysis shows that the opening of high-speed railways affects the quality of urban economic
growth through two primary channels: improving the spatial allocation efficiency of labor and reducing the cost of mobility for
labor. The empirical findings are that the opening of high-speed rail can promote the quality of economic growth in Chinese
cities and this promotion effect is sustainable. Further these rail openings have a continuous effect; there is an expanding
positive impact on the quality of economic growth in central cities but a fluctuating impact on eastern cities. In terms of city
characteristics  the opening of high-speed rail has a more significant promotion effect on the quality of economic growth of
small medium-sized and non-urban-cluster cities. The mechanism test proves that the opening of high-speed railways has a
positive impact on the quality of urban economic growth mainly through labor mobility and the boosting effect provided by
high-skilledHabor mobility is greater than that introduced by low-skilleddabor mobility.

Key words: high-speed—railway opening; economic—growth quality; labor mobility; quasi-natural experiment; DID method



