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Abstract 

This thesis examines Chengdu’s southward development and asks whether it is better 

explained by state-led center-making, market-led decentralization, or a phased 

interaction between the two. Since the 1990s, and more clearly from the 2000s 

onward, Chengdu’s urban growth has shown a strong southward orientation, 

especially around the High-Tech Zone and Tianfu New Area. 

The study uses a qualitative case study design, combining process tracing, document 

analysis, and six semi-structured interviews. It focuses on three questions: when 

southward development became a clearer governmental project, what mechanism best 

explains it, and how residents experience its everyday effects. 

The findings suggest that Chengdu’s southward development is best understood as a 

phased hybrid process. In the earlier stage, policy platforms, planning, and corridor 

infrastructure played the main role in opening and structuring the southern direction. 

In the later stage, land allocation, market activity, and implementation dynamics 

helped reinforce and stabilize it. The study also finds that the effects of southward 

development have been uneven in everyday life. Overall, the thesis argues that 

Chengdu’s southward development is a staged and uneven process shaped first by 

policy and platform governance and later reinforced by market and implementation 

dynamics. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces the thesis by explaining why Chengdu’s southward 

development is an important case to study. It outlines the background of the problem, 

presents the main argument and key concepts, defines the main spatial terms used in 

the analysis, and sets out the research questions that guide the rest of the thesis. 

 

1.1 Background  

Chengdu, a city with a population of 21 million, is China’s fourth-most populous 

city and one of the two most developed cities in western China. Chengdu’s 

southward development represents a clear and consequential spatial shift in the 

city’s recent urban transformation. Since the 1990s, and more clearly from the 

2000s onward, Chengdu’s urban development has shown a strong southward 

orientation, especially around the High-Tech Zone and later Tianfu New Area. 

Rather than reflecting generalized outward expansion, this pattern suggests a 

more directional and organized reconfiguration of urban space. Yet the 

mechanism behind this shift remains contested. Was Chengdu’s southward 

development primarily driven by state-led center-making, by market-led 

decentralization, or by a phased interaction between the two? 

This question matters for both urban theory and planning practice. For urban 

theory, it helps explain how polycentric urban restructuring takes shape in a major 

Chinese city, and whether polycentricity is better understood as a planning project 
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or as an outcome later consolidated by policy. For planning practice, it matters 

because southward development may have redistributed accessibility, 

infrastructure, and development opportunities in uneven ways across the city, 

creating different benefits and burdens between the old core and the southern 

corridor. Examining this process therefore helps connect urban restructuring to 

questions of governance, spatial inequality, and everyday urban experience. 

 

1.2 Argument and Concepts 

This thesis argues that Chengdu’s southward development is best understood as a 

phased process rather than as a purely state-led or purely market-led shift. Early 

policy and platform interventions helped open and organize the southern corridor, 

while later market and implementation dynamics helped deepen and stabilize it. 

Rather than treating Chengdu as simply a “state-led” or “market-led” case, the 

thesis explains how these forces interacted over time in shaping a new urban 

direction. 

Conceptually, this thesis uses polycentricity in a practical rather than idealized 

way. The aim is not to test whether Chengdu fully fits a textbook model of 

polycentric urban form, but to examine whether growth and important urban 

functions became increasingly concentrated beyond the traditional core. This 

requires a distinction between polycentricity as a planning goal and polycentricity 

as an observable outcome. Because official planning language and institutional 
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sequencing matter directly in the Chengdu case, the thesis also pays attention to 

how southward development was framed, justified, and stabilized over time. 

 

1.3 Key Spatial Definitions and Study Boundaries 

In this thesis, the “old core” refers to Chengdu’s five traditional central districts: 

Jinjiang, Qingyang, Jinniu, Wuhou, and Chenghua. “Old core” is an operational 

definition used throughout the thesis to provide a consistent baseline for 

comparison. It does not suggest that these five districts fully encompass 

Chengdu’s entire historical city. Rather, it establishes a clear reference point from 

which later changes in growth, function, and investment can be observed.  

The “south corridor” is used in a more functional sense. It does not refer to all 

southern parts of Chengdu. Instead, it refers to the south-oriented development 

axis centered on the Chengdu High-Tech Zone and the Sichuan Tianfu New Area, 

where growth, infrastructure, and important strategic functions became 

increasingly concentrated over time. In other words, the corridor is defined less 

by a single fixed administrative boundary than by its role in Chengdu’s southward 

development. 

More specifically, the southern development spaces examined in this thesis are 

the South Area of Chengdu High-Tech Zone and the Chengdu Direct-Managed 

Area of Tianfu New Area, rather than the full administrative extent of Chengdu 

High-Tech Zone or the full cross-jurisdictional Tianfu New Area. Unless 
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otherwise noted, the thesis uses “High-Tech Zone” and “Tianfu New Area” as 

simplified references to these southern development spaces for readability. 

When administrative boundaries, development-zone boundaries, and planning 

boundaries do not fully match, this thesis follows a functional and policy-defined 

scope. This keeps the analysis focused on the actual geography of southward 

development, rather than limiting it to one rigid territorial boundary. Figure 1 

shows the old core, the south corridor, and the main areas referenced in the 

analysis. 

 

Figure 1. Spatial overview of Chengdu’s old core and the south corridor, including the High-Tech 

Zone South Area and Tianfu New Area (Chengdu Direct-Managed Area). 
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1.4 Research Questions 

This thesis is organized around three related research questions. Together, they 

move from the timing and institutionalization of Chengdu’s southward 

development to the identification of its most plausible mechanism, and finally to 

how this process is experienced and evaluated in everyday urban life. 

RQ1: When did Chengdu’s southward development become a clearer and better-

resourced governmental project, and how was it institutionalized and reinforced 

over time? 

RQ2: What evidence distinguishes policy/platform-led center-making from 

market-led decentralization in Chengdu’s southward development, and what does 

the sequence of policy, infrastructure, and market response imply about the most 

plausible mechanism? 

RQ3: How do residents experience and evaluate Chengdu’s southward 

development in everyday life, including commuting, public space, housing 

decisions, and service convenience? What trade-offs do they report, and who do 

they perceive as the main beneficiaries and cost-bearers? 

 

1.5 Thesis Structure 

The rest of the thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2 provides the case context, 

focusing on the old core, platform governance, and corridor-making in Chengdu’s 

southward development. Chapter 3 reviews the relevant literature and develops 

the analytical framework used in the thesis. Chapter 4 explains the research 
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design, methods, and main sources of evidence. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present the 

main findings by addressing RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3 respectively. Chapter 8 

concludes the thesis by summarizing the main findings, discussing their 

implications, and reflecting on the limits of the study. 
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Chapter 2. Case Context 

This chapter provides the case context for the thesis. It introduces the old core of 

Chengdu, the main institutional platforms behind southward development, and the 

corridor infrastructure that gradually formed a southern axis. Together, these elements 

provide the spatial and institutional background for the later analysis. Figure 2.1 

provides a simplified spatial overview of Chengdu’s old core, ring-road structure, and 

main southern development spaces. 

 

Figure 2.1. Simplified spatial relationship between Chengdu’s old core, ring-road structure, the High-

Tech Zone South Area, and Tianfu New Area. 
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2.1 Historical Urban Structure and Constraints of the Old Core 

Chengdu’s old core should not be understood only as a historical city center in a 

general sense. In official planning documents, it was defined as a distinct planning 

space and remained the main focus of urban management for a long time. The 

1995–2020 master plan identified the center city as the political, economic, and 

cultural center of the whole city, but it also called for stricter control over its size 

and proposed a wider urban structure composed of the center city and surrounding 

satellite towns. These satellite towns were expected to take over part of the center 

city’s functions, while the southern and eastern areas were identified as key 

development directions. Together, these planning statements indicate that the 

traditional core was increasingly treated as a space requiring control, while future 

growth was expected to be distributed more broadly (Chengdu Municipal People’s 

Government, 1999). 

This restructuring logic became clearer in the 2003–2020 planning outline. The 

document stated that the main urban area should change from the earlier “ring-

shaped plus radial” form into a more banded and group-based form with north-

south expansion. It proposed a multi-centered structure of “one main core, two 

secondary centers, and multiple nodes”. It also described the spatial strategy as 

“south-north expansion, eastward shift of gravity, and central dispersal”. These 

ideas suggest that the issue of the old core was not only congestion or limited 

land, but a broader restructuring of urban space in which new growth and 
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functions were increasingly planned outside the traditional center (Chengdu 

Planning and Design Research Institute, 2004). 

The 2011–2020 master plan made these limits more direct. It called for strict 

control over development intensity in the old city, stated that the residential 

population within the First Ring Road should no longer increase, and shifted old-

city renewal away from large-scale demolition toward more organic improvement. 

It also proposed relocating industrial land outward and directing more future 

housing growth to new towns and edge areas. By this stage, the old core had 

clearly become a highly regulated urban space (Chengdu Municipal People’s 

Government, 2011). 

The limits of the old core were not only physical. They were also institutional and 

cultural. Both the 1995–2020 and 2011–2020 plans linked old-city renewal to the 

protection of historical character, which meant that the old core was not treated as 

a blank space for large-scale redevelopment. Instead, it became a historical urban 

core under control, adjustment, and selective conservation (Chengdu Municipal 

People’s Government, 1999; Chengdu Municipal People’s Government, 2011). 

The most recent territorial spatial plan shows that this logic continues. It places 

the old city center within a broader multi-centered structure and still emphasizes 

spatial control, internal development, and historical-cultural protection. Overall, 

Chengdu’s old core has increasingly become a managed historical core within a 
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larger and more differentiated urban system (Chengdu Municipal People’s 

Government, 2024). 

 

2.2 Institutional Platforms and the Southward Development Strategy 

The southward development of Chengdu did not emerge only as a general 

direction of outward growth. It was gradually built through a series of institutional 

platforms and later formalized as a citywide strategy. The earliest important 

platform was the Chengdu High-Tech Industrial Development Zone. In 1991, the 

State Council approved Chengdu High-Tech Industrial Development Zone as one 

of the first national high-tech zones in China (State Council, 1991). This shows 

that Chengdu’s new growth space was not driven only by local land development. 

From an early stage, it was already linked to a national policy framework for 

science, technology, industry, and reform. 

The local development process of this platform was also clear. Gazette materials 

show that Chengdu High-Tech Zone was prepared in 1988 and formally 

established in 1990, before it received national approval in 1991. More 

importantly, the same source records that, during the early planning process, the 

zone was located in the Shenxianshu area in the southern suburbs of Chengdu, 

with an initial start-up area of 2.5 square kilometers. This shows that Chengdu’s 

early high-tech platform already had a clear southern territorial base (Local 
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Gazette Compilation Committee of Chengdu High-Tech Industrial Development 

Zone, 2016). 

Later official and gazette materials show that Chengdu High-Tech Zone did not 

remain static. Over time, it was upgraded through new functions such as export 

processing, bonded-zone development, innovation demonstration, and new-

economy planning (Chengdu High-Tech Zone Management Committee, n.d.-a, 

n.d.-c, n.d.-d). District adjustments in the late 1990s and early 2000s also reshaped 

the zone into a broader pattern of “one zone, two parks.” This shows that the zone 

was not a fixed territorial unit. Instead, it was repeatedly adjusted and expanded to 

fit new development goals, while the southern part remained one of its most 

important growth spaces (Local Gazette Compilation Committee of Chengdu 

High-tech Industrial Development Zone, 2016). 

A more important step came with the planning and establishment of Tianfu New 

Area. The Overall Scheme of Sichuan Tianfu New Area made clear that the new 

area was located to the south-southeast of Chengdu’s main urban area and was 

developed under broader national and regional policy frameworks, including 

western development and the Chengdu-Chongqing regional strategy. The scheme 

also defined a large planning area across Chengdu, Meishan, and Ziyang and 

directly included the South Zone of Chengdu High-Tech Zone within the planning 

boundary. This indicates that Tianfu New Area was built upon an earlier southern 
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institutional base rather than emerging as a fully separate territorial project, and 

that it expanded this base into a larger strategic territory (Sichuan Provincial 

People’s Government, 2011). 

The 2010–2030 master plan of Tianfu New Area further clarified this change. It 

described Tianfu New Area as a space for high-end manufacturing, modern 

services, innovation, openness, and urban-rural integration, and it proposed a dual-

center structure of the old city center and the new center in Tianfu New Area 

(Chengdu Planning Bureau, 2011). This means that southward development was 

no longer only a matter of outward expansion from the old city. It was already 

being institutionalized as a reorganization of Chengdu’s urban structure through a 

new platform with its own scale and functions. 

This process became even more formal in 2014, when the State Council officially 

approved the establishment of Sichuan Tianfu New Area. The approval stated that 

the new area was located in the south-southeast direction of Chengdu’s main 

urban area, covered parts of Chengdu, Meishan, and Ziyang, and should serve 

national goals such as western development, new-type urbanization, innovation-

driven growth, and inland opening-up. This approval shows that southward 

development had moved beyond the level of local planning preference and 

become a nationally approved new-area project (State Council, 2014). 
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At the citywide level, this institutional process was later summarized in a clearer 

strategic language. The 2016–2035 master plan proposed the policy framework of 

“Eastward Advance, Southward Expansion, Westward Control, Northward 

Reform, and Central Optimization” (Chengdu Municipal People’s Government, 

2016). In this document, the southern area was defined as a key space for 

innovation and future growth, and the plan stated that the southern region should 

be developed at a high level as a new engine of regional innovation (Chengdu 

Municipal People’s Government, 2016). By the mid-2010s, southward 

development was no longer visible only through specific zones such as Chengdu 

High-Tech Zone and Tianfu New Area. It had already become an explicit citywide 

strategic direction. 

Taken together, these developments provide the institutional background for 

understanding how the southern direction later became more explicit. Chengdu 

High-Tech Zone provided an early platform for southern growth, Tianfu New 

Area expanded this platform into a broader strategic territory, and the city later 

formalized this direction through the language of southward expansion. Together, 

these developments gave the southern direction a clearer institutional and 

territorial basis. 
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2.3 Corridor Infrastructure and the Consolidation of a Southern Axis 

The southward turn of Chengdu was not only expressed through policy language 

or new development platforms. Over time, it was increasingly consolidated 

through corridor infrastructure. Southward growth did not take the form of 

scattered expansion in separate places. Instead, it was gradually linked through 

major transport lines, functional nodes, and later gateway facilities. Rather than 

simple outward expansion, the southward shift gradually took the form of a more 

structured urban corridor. 

 

Figure 2.2. Simplified spatial relationship between Chengdu’s old core, the High-Tech Zone South 

Area, Tianfu New Area, major metro lines, and the two-airport system. 
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An early basis for this corridor can be seen in both the development of the 

southern part of Chengdu High-Tech Zone and the early metro system. Gazette 

materials show that the zone’s early site was selected in the Shenxianshu area in 

the southern suburbs of Chengdu, which gave the early High-Tech platform a 

clear southern territorial base (Local Gazette Compilation Committee of Chengdu 

High-Tech Industrial Development Zone, 2016). In parallel, the first approved 

metro framework also created an important north-south connection. In the 2005 

approved rapid rail transit construction plan, Metro Line 1 was planned as a north-

south line from the Zoo area to Huayang Liangjiangsi, while Line 2 formed an 

east-west line crossing it at Tianfu Square (Wuhou District People’s Government, 

2005). This suggests that the connection between the traditional center and the 

southern growth area was already being built into the city’s transport structure at 

an early stage. 

This corridor logic became clearer as later transport planning expanded the 

network. In 2009, the adjustment plan for Chengdu’s 2005–2015 rapid rail transit 

construction program added several new projects and stated that this adjustment 

would help realize the goals of Chengdu’s new master plan (National 

Development and Reform Commission, 2009). More importantly, the 2013–2020 

urban rail transit construction plan stated that the new projects would help 

increase rail network density in the central city, strengthen the links between the 

central city and peripheral groups, and expand the service coverage of rail transit 
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(National Development and Reform Commission, 2013). This shows that rail 

infrastructure was increasingly used not only within the old core, but also to 

connect the center with the outer growth areas that mattered more in Chengdu’s 

changing spatial structure. 

At the scale of strategic planning, Tianfu New Area gave this corridor a much 

clearer spatial form. The Overall Scheme of Sichuan Tianfu New Area proposed a 

framework of “one belt, two wings, one city, and six districts,” and the “belt” was 

organized along a southward-extending central axis for high-end service functions 

such as finance, technology, administration, and culture (Sichuan Provincial 

People’s Government, 2011). The 2010–2030 master plan of Tianfu New Area 

further proposed a dual-center structure between the old city center and the new 

center in Tianfu New Area (Chengdu Planning Bureau, 2011). Together, these 

documents show that southward development was increasingly organized not as 

ordinary outward growth, but as a belt-like structure supported by major 

functional zones and a new urban center. 

This corridor was later broken down into more concrete nodes in the construction 

planning of the Chengdu direct-administered area of Tianfu New Area. The plan 

identified a structure of “one district, one city, one belt, and two towns,” including 

the central business district, the innovation and technology city, the Jinjiang 

ecological belt, and several key towns and development areas (Chengdu Tianfu 
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New Area Administrative Committee, 2017). In other words, the southern axis 

was not only a conceptual line on a planning map. It was translated into a set of 

specific development nodes, each with different functions but connected within 

one broader southern corridor. 

Later rail and metropolitan planning documents further reinforced this 

interpretation. The 2021 edition of Chengdu’s urban rail transit network plan 

aimed to strengthen rail connections across the Chengdu-Deyang-Meishan-Ziyang 

regional space and illustrated a multi-line network extending across the wider 

metropolitan area (Chengdu Planning and Natural Resources Bureau, 2021). At 

the broader city-region scale, the Chengdu Metropolitan Area Territorial Spatial 

Plan proposed a “rail-based metropolitan area” and identified several major 

development axes as part of its main spatial structure (Chengdu Municipal 

People’s Government, Deyang Municipal People’s Government, Meishan 

Municipal People’s Government, & Ziyang Municipal People’s Government, 

2024). Within this framework, it linked the Chengdu-Deyang-Meishan axis to 

Tianfu Avenue and proposed the Tianfu Avenue south extension innovation 

corridor, supported by Tianfu Avenue South Extension and the S5 suburban rail 

line (Chengdu Municipal People’s Government, Deyang Municipal People’s 

Government, Meishan Municipal People’s Government, & Ziyang Municipal 

People’s Government, 2024). Taken together, these planning statements suggest 
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that the southern corridor was increasingly framed not only at the city scale, but 

also as a metropolitan-scale development axis. 

Major gateway infrastructure also strengthened this corridor in the later stage. 

Official materials state that Tianfu International Airport and Shuangliu 

International Airport would operate as an integrated two-airport system with 

differentiated but complementary functions, and that Metro Line 19 would 

provide rapid connection between the two airports (State-owned Assets 

Supervision and Administration Commission of the State Council, 2021). This 

shows that the southern and southeastern corridor was no longer only a space of 

internal urban growth. It was also becoming part of Chengdu’s outward-facing 

gateway structure. 

Overall, the formation of Chengdu’s southern axis was a cumulative process. 

Early high-tech development in the southern suburbs provided an initial territorial 

base, rail transit planning linked the traditional center with southern growth areas, 

and Tianfu New Area gave this direction a clearer belt-like structure. Later 

metropolitan planning and the two-airport system further reinforced this spatial 

logic. These developments provide the basic spatial context for understanding 

why the south later became a more structured corridor of growth. 
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Chapter 3. Literature Review & Framework 

This chapter reviews the main literature related to the thesis and explains the 

analytical framework used in the study. It first clarifies how polycentricity is 

understood in this thesis, then discusses the main explanations of urban spatial 

restructuring, including policy- and platform-led development and market-led 

decentralization. It also introduces the corridor perspective used in the analysis and 

explains why infrastructure, accessibility, and uneven spatial outcomes are important 

to the Chengdu case. Finally, it brings these discussions together into a structure–

policy–discourse framework that guides the following chapters. 

 

3.1 What Polycentricity Means in This Thesis 

Polycentricity is a widely used concept in urban and regional studies, but it does 

not have one single agreed meaning. In the literature, it is commonly used to 

describe a spatial condition in which growth, activities, and urban functions are 

distributed across more than one center, rather than being concentrated only in one 

dominant core. At the same time, it is also often used as a normative planning idea 

that supports more balanced and coordinated territorial development (Harrison et 

al., 2023). Because of this double use, polycentricity is both an analytical concept 

and a policy concept. 

A basic distinction in the literature is between morphological polycentricity and 

functional polycentricity. The first focuses on the number, size, and spatial 

distribution of centers, while the second focuses more on the relationships, 

interactions, and flows between them. This distinction is useful because it shows 

that a region may appear polycentric in spatial form without being strongly 
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polycentric in functional terms (Kloosterman & Musterd, 2001; Parr, 2004). At 

the same time, centers do not need to perform identical roles, since they may also 

be complementary within a wider urban system (Meijers, 2005). However, this 

thesis does not use polycentricity as a strict measurement exercise. Instead, it uses 

the concept in a more practical way to interpret Chengdu’s southward 

development. 

At the same time, the concept of polycentricity has become broader over time. It is 

now used across different scales and research traditions, and it often appears in 

both analytical debates and policy agendas. For this reason, some scholars argue 

that the concept can easily become too loose or overstretched if it is not clearly 

defined in a specific study (Derudder et al., 2022). This issue is important for this 

thesis. The purpose here is not to test whether Chengdu fully fits an ideal model of 

a polycentric urban region. Instead, the concept is used in a narrower way that is 

more directly relevant to the Chengdu case. 

In this thesis, polycentricity is mainly used to distinguish between two different 

ways of understanding Chengdu’s southward development. The first is analytical 

polycentricity, which refers to decentralization that emerges through changing 

accessibility, land conditions, and the location choices of firms, households, and 

developers. The second is normative polycentricity, which refers to a more 

intentional process of state-led center-making through planning, development 
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platforms, infrastructure investment, and official spatial strategy (Harrison et al., 

2023). This distinction is useful because the main question of this thesis is not 

simply whether Chengdu is polycentric, but whether its southward turn is better 

understood as an observed restructuring process, a deliberate policy project, or a 

phased interaction between the two. 

 

3.2 Competing Explanations: Policy- and Platform-led Restructuring versus 

Market-led Decentralization 

A central question in this thesis is how Chengdu’s southward development should 

be explained. Existing literature suggests that urban spatial restructuring does not 

follow only one path. In some cases, new centers are strongly shaped by planning, 

administrative restructuring, development zones, and targeted state investment 

(Shen, 2008; Wu & Zhang, 2022; Wang et al., 2024). In other cases, 

decentralization may emerge more gradually through changing accessibility, land 

values, agglomeration conditions, and the locational decisions of firms, 

households, and developers (Anas et al., 1998; Atuesta et al., 2018; Yang et al., 

2019). For this reason, this thesis examines Chengdu’s southward turn through 

competing explanations rather than assuming from the beginning that it was either 

fully state-led or fully market-led. 
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One important line of explanation emphasizes policy- and platform-led 

restructuring. In the Chinese context, development zones, new areas, and 

administrative restructuring are not simply passive containers of growth. They are 

often active governance instruments through which states reorganize development 

capacity, territorial authority, and spatial hierarchy. Research on rescaling and 

territorialization shows that urban development in China is closely connected to 

administrative adjustment, scalar politics, and the strategic use of development 

platforms. In this sense, spatial restructuring can be actively produced through 

planning, jurisdictional change, infrastructure commitments, and state 

coordination rather than only through spontaneous market processes (Shen, 2008; 

Wang et al., 2024; Wu & Zhang, 2022). 

This perspective is particularly relevant to Chengdu, where southward 

development has been closely associated with institutional platforms such as the 

Chengdu High-Tech Zone and later Tianfu New Area. From this perspective, the 

southward turn can be understood as a form of state-led center-making, in which 

planning, platform governance, and territorial upgrading helped create a new 

growth direction. In this reading, new centers were not simply the result of 

decentralized market adjustment, but were more actively organized through state 

spatial strategy. 
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A second line of explanation emphasizes market-led decentralization. From this 

perspective, new centers may emerge because firms, households, and developers 

respond to congestion, land rents, commuting conditions, and changing 

accessibility advantages. Earlier work on urban spatial structure suggests that 

polycentric development can emerge through the interaction of agglomeration and 

dispersion forces rather than through planning alone. As large metropolitan 

regions expand, employment and commercial activity may gradually move away 

from a single dominant core, especially when new locations offer lower costs or 

different forms of agglomeration advantage (Anas et al., 1998). 

More recent work on employment sub-centers also supports this line of argument. 

It suggests that new centers can emerge when the traditional CBD is no longer the 

main source of agglomeration benefits for new sectors, and when transportation 

connectivity and sector-specific clustering become more important for new 

commercial establishments (Yang et al., 2019). Related research also shows that 

households value accessibility to employment sub-centers and transport systems, 

and that these accessibility differences can shape residential location and urban 

spatial structure more broadly (Atuesta et al., 2018). For the Chengdu case, these 

arguments leave open the possibility that part of the southward shift may have 

been reinforced through accessibility advantages, land conditions, and market 

responses before being fully formalized in policy language. 
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However, these two explanations should not be treated as mutually exclusive. In 

many cases, state intervention and market response interact over time. Planning 

and platform governance may open a corridor or development axis, while firms, 

developers, and households later reinforce that shift through investment, 

relocation, and residential choice. Conversely, market-led decentralization may 

begin before official policy naming, but later become institutionalized through 

zoning, infrastructure expansion, and development discourse. For this reason, this 

thesis does not assume that Chengdu’s southward development fits a pure model. 

Instead, the policy/platform-led and market-led explanations are used as 

contrasting analytical poles, against which a phased or hybrid explanation can also 

be assessed in the empirical chapters. These three explanations are used in this 

thesis as rival but not fully exclusive interpretations, allowing the empirical 

chapters to assess whether Chengdu’s southward development was primarily 

state-structured, market-reinforced, or phased across time. 

 

3.3 Corridor-making and Outcome Implications 

A corridor perspective is useful for understanding Chengdu’s southward 

development because it draws attention to the fact that urban growth is often 

directional rather than evenly distributed. Development does not usually spread 

across the whole metropolitan area in the same way. Instead, infrastructure, 

investment, and planning attention are often concentrated along particular axes. In 
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this sense, a corridor is not only a transport route. It is also a spatial pattern 

through which accessibility, growth, and urban functions become more strongly 

organized in one direction (Tassadiq et al., 2025). 

This perspective is especially relevant when infrastructure plays an important role 

in urban change. Large transport and connectivity projects do more than link 

different places. They can also reshape accessibility, create stronger development 

advantages in some areas, and produce new forms of spatial concentration and 

uneven development (Kanai & Schindler, 2022). In Chengdu, this helps explain 

why southward development should be understood not only as outward expansion, 

but also as the gradual formation of a stronger southern axis. 

A corridor perspective is also helpful because it connects large-scale spatial 

change to everyday urban life. Recent studies suggest that corridors are not only 

technical systems. They are also territorial and social processes that reshape how 

people move, live, and experience urban space. As a result, corridor development 

may affect places and groups differently depending on how accessibility, 

amenities, and investment are distributed (Vegliò et al., 2025). 

This point is important for this thesis because Chengdu’s southward turn was not 

only about growth moving south. It was also about the selective concentration of 

accessibility and development opportunity. If transport infrastructure, 

development platforms, and planning resources were increasingly directed to the 
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south, some areas would become more attractive for jobs, housing, and 

investment, while others would remain less connected to new opportunities. 

Research on transportation accessibility also suggests that better-connected areas 

usually have better overall access to services, while weaker-access areas face 

greater burdens in reaching key facilities and public services (Lee et al., 2024). In 

this sense, the corridor perspective helps explain why southward development 

may also produce uneven spatial outcomes. 

Taken together, this perspective provides a useful bridge between planning 

strategy, infrastructure investment, and lived urban consequences. In the Chengdu 

case, it helps explain how south-oriented infrastructure and platform development 

may have strengthened the southern part of the city as an axis of growth, while 

also creating unequal effects that later appear in commuting, service access, 

housing, and everyday urban experience. 

3.4 Synthesis: A Structure–Policy–Discourse Lens 

The discussion above suggests that Chengdu’s southward development should not 

be explained through a single cause. Neither a purely spatial reading nor a purely 

policy-centered reading is enough on its own. For this reason, this thesis uses a 

simplified structure–policy–discourse framework to interpret the case. The 

purpose of this framework is not to claim that these three dimensions are fully 
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separate. Rather, it is a practical way to organize the main forces that shaped the 

southward turn and to guide the empirical analysis in the following chapters. 

The first dimension is structure. This refers to the spatial and urban conditions 

that shaped the direction and possibility of development. In the Chengdu case, 

structure includes the historical concentration of functions in the old core, 

redevelopment constraints within already built-up districts, and the broader spatial 

conditions that made large-scale southward expansion more feasible than 

intensive restructuring within the traditional core. In this sense, structure does not 

determine development by itself, but it helps explain why some spatial strategies 

become more likely than others. It provides the underlying conditions within 

which planning choices, market responses, and infrastructure investment take 

place. 

The second dimension is policy. As discussed in the previous section, urban 

development in China cannot be understood only as the outcome of decentralized 

market adjustment. Research on China’s urban governance shows that the state 

continues to play a strategic role across neighborhoods, cities, and city-regions, 

even when market instruments are widely used (Wu & Zhang, 2022). Through 

multi-scalar governance, administrative restructuring, development platforms, and 

infrastructure commitments, the state does not simply respond to urban growth but 

actively shapes it. In this thesis, policy therefore refers not only to formal planning 



 LI 

 

33 

 

documents, but also to the broader institutional and strategic actions that helped 

produce the southward corridor as a development axis. 

The third dimension is discourse. This refers to the narratives, storylines, and 

framing practices through which urban development is described, justified, and 

made meaningful. Work on narrative and planning shows that narratives are not 

only descriptive. They are also closely tied to power, because they can legitimize 

interventions in space, prioritize certain interests, and shape how urban futures are 

imagined (Ameel, 2021). In this sense, discourse matters because official planning 

language does more than explain change after it happens. It can also support and 

stabilize a preferred development direction over time. 

This point is important for the Chengdu case. The southward turn was supported 

not only by platforms, infrastructure, and strategic planning, but also by changing 

official narratives. Earlier development language often emphasized technology 

growth, innovation, investment, and strategic expansion, while later language 

increasingly highlighted quality of life, ecological improvement, and more 

human-centered urban development. These shifts should not be treated as simple 

decoration. Research on planning discourse suggests that sustained narratives can 

help normalize a particular understanding of what is necessary, efficient, or 

desirable in urban governance (Parker & Dobson, 2025). At the same time, policy 

framing is not fixed. People-centered or socially attractive language may also be 
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used to support broader strategic objectives rather than replace them (Harris & 

Pinto, 2025). In this sense, discourse mattered not because it replaced material or 

institutional explanations, but because it helped legitimize, reframe, and sustain an 

ongoing spatial strategy. 

Taken together, the structure–policy–discourse framework provides a workable 

analytical lens for this thesis. Structure helps explain the spatial conditions that 

made the southward turn possible. Policy helps explain how state actors, planning 

institutions, and development platforms actively organized that turn. Discourse 

helps explain how the process was framed and legitimized over time. Used 

together, these three dimensions allow the thesis to move beyond a simple state-

versus-market debate and toward a more layered explanation of Chengdu’s 

southward development. This framework also guides the empirical chapters: 

structure and policy are examined mainly through process tracing and document 

analysis, while discourse is examined through official language, planning 

narratives, and their relationship to the lived outcomes discussed later in the 

thesis. 
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Chapter 4. Methods & Data 

This chapter explains the overall research design and the main types of evidence used 

in the thesis. The study combines document-based analysis with a limited number of 

interviews and a small set of contextual checks. Different types of evidence are used 

for different research questions, with a clear division of roles across RQ1, RQ2, and 

RQ3. 

 

4.1 Design overview 

This thesis uses Chengdu as a single case study to examine how southward 

development emerged, how it was strengthened through planning and policy, and 

how it has been experienced in everyday life. The thesis relies mainly on official 

materials, including planning documents, policy texts, yearbooks, official notices, 

and government data. This source strategy is appropriate because the study is 

concerned not only with spatial outcomes, but also with timing, 

institutionalization, and official framing. Since the thesis asks when southward 

development became a clearer governmental project and how it was justified and 

reinforced over time, official materials provide especially important evidence. At 

the same time, these materials are read critically rather than treated as neutral 

descriptions, since they also reflect state priorities, planning narratives, and 

institutional framing. 

Different types of evidence are used for different analytical purposes. Process 

tracing is used for Research Question 1(When did Chengdu’s southward 

development become a clearer and better-resourced governmental project, and 
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how was it institutionalized and reinforced over time?) to reconstruct when 

southward development became a clearer and better-resourced governmental project, and 

how it was reinforced over time. Targeted document analysis and discourse reading are 

used for Research Question 2 (What evidence distinguishes policy/platform-led 

center-making from market-led decentralization in Chengdu’s southward 

development, and what does the sequence of policy, infrastructure, and market 

response imply about the most plausible mechanism?) to compare competing 

explanations of this process, especially whether the southward turn was primarily 

policy/platform-led, market-led, or phased across time. For Research Question 3 

(How do residents experience and evaluate Chengdu’s southward development in 

everyday life, including commuting, public space, housing decisions, and service 

convenience? What trade-offs do they report, and who do they perceive as the 

main beneficiaries and cost-bearers?), semi-structured interviews are used to 

examine how residents describe the everyday effects of southward development 

in terms of commuting, public space, housing, and service convenience. Light 

contextual checks, such as housing price references or commute-related 

comparisons, are used only to support interpretation rather than to serve as 

primary causal evidence. 

 

4.2 Process tracing (RQ1) 

This thesis uses process tracing to examine when Chengdu’s southward 
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development became a clearer and better-resourced governmental project, and 

how it was institutionalized over time. The purpose is not only to identify 

important events, but to reconstruct the sequence through which southward 

development became more explicit, better supported, and more durable. 

The analysis focuses on timing and sequence across three tracks: policy 

instruments, platform governance, and corridor infrastructure. It asks when 

southward development became more visible in formal planning and official 

agendas, when relevant platforms and administrative arrangements were 

established or strengthened, and when major infrastructure commitments helped 

turn the south into a more stable development corridor. The purpose is therefore to 

identify the most plausible sequence, rather than to claim definitive causal proof 

from a single type of evidence. 

This approach also helps clarify the limits of different kinds of evidence. Post-

2015 land supply divergence, for example, is used here as evidence of later 

reinforcement between areas, rather than as proof of the original onset of 

southward development. Later differences may show that the southward shift 

became stronger over time, but they are not treated as evidence of where the 

process first began. 

4.3 Document Analysis and Discourse Reading (RQ2) 

For RQ2, this thesis uses targeted document analysis and discourse reading of key 
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official planning documents, policy texts, and implementation-related materials to 

examine how Chengdu’s southward development was framed and institutionalized 

over time. The goal is not to review all available documents, but to analyze a 

manageable set of materials that are most useful for understanding how southward 

development became a clearer part of Chengdu’s planning agenda and governance 

logic. These materials are read not only for factual content, but also for repeated 

language, shifts in emphasis, and the relationship they construct between 

governance intervention, infrastructure delivery, and market response. This 

approach is especially appropriate because the thesis is concerned not only with 

policy actions themselves, but also with the official narratives through which 

southward development was made legible and legitimate. The main reviewed 

documents are summarized in the appendices. 

 

4.4 Interviews for lived trade-offs (RQ3) 

Finally, this thesis uses a small set of semi-structured interviews to understand 

how residents and workers in Chengdu describe the everyday effects of southward 

development. The interview sample focuses on adults who have lived or worked 

in Chengdu for more than one year, with attention to both the old core and the 

southern growth areas, especially the High-Tech Zone South Area and Tianfu 

New Area. 
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Participants were recruited through alumni groups, personal contacts, and referrals 

rather than through public recruitment. This strategy was used because the study 

aims to gather informed reflections from adults with direct experience of living or 

working in Chengdu, rather than to construct a statistically representative sample. 

Interviews were conducted remotely, mainly through Zoom or Teams, and 

followed a semi-structured format that combined fixed questions with follow-up 

prompts. Depending on the interviewee’s preference, the interview was conducted 

in Chinese or English, with note-taking in all cases and audio recording only when 

consent was given. All interview materials were anonymized before analysis. 

The interview guide was organized around four main dimensions: commuting and 

accessibility, public space and environmental quality, housing and residential 

choice, and everyday services and convenience. Across these themes, interviewees 

were also asked to reflect on perceived beneficiaries and cost-bearers of 

southward development, and to describe whether the overall effects felt positive, 

negative, or mixed in their own lives. The interviews are used as interpretive 

evidence of lived experience, not as representative evidence of all Chengdu 

residents. Their role in the thesis is to illuminate how residents interpret and 

evaluate the uneven everyday consequences of southward development, rather 

than to measure those consequences at the population level. 
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Chapter 5. Findings I. RQ1 

This chapter examines how Chengdu’s southward development unfolded over time. It 

focuses on four linked dimensions: pressures in the old core, the formation of policy 

platforms, the development of corridor infrastructure, and later land-supply 

reinforcement. Appendix A organizes the main process-tracing evidence used in this 

chapter, while Appendix B summarizes the main land supply plans used to identify 

later-stage reinforcement. 

 

5.1 Early Spatial Pressures in the Old Core 

The old core did not by itself cause Chengdu’s southward turn, but it made 

outward redirection more plausible. Before southward development became a 

clearer policy project, the traditional center was already being treated as a 

constrained urban space. 

This shift can be seen in the Master Plan of Chengdu (1995–2020). While the 

center city was still defined as the political, economic, and cultural center of the 

whole city, the plan also called for stricter control over its size and identified the 

southern and eastern areas as important development directions. For RQ1, this 

matters because it suggests that spatial redirection had already entered official 

planning before southward development became a fully articulated citywide 

strategy. 

The same logic became clearer in the Outline of Chengdu Urban Master Plan 

2003–2020. The document proposed a more group-based urban structure and 
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described the spatial strategy as “south-north expansion, eastward shift of gravity, 

and central dispersal.” This suggests that the issue was no longer understood only 

as congestion inside the historic center. It was increasingly framed as part of a 

broader reorganization of urban space. 

The Master Plan of Chengdu (2011–2020) made these limits more explicit. It 

required strict control over construction intensity in the old city, stated that the 

residential population within the First Ring Road should no longer increase, and 

shifted renewal away from large-scale demolition toward more organic 

improvement. Together, these measures indicate that the old core had become a 

highly regulated urban space. 

In short, the old core was increasingly governed as a space of control, adjustment, 

and selective protection. These documents do not prove a southward turn by 

themselves, but they help explain why outward redirection had become 

increasingly plausible before the south was fully institutionalized as a strategic 

development project.  

5.2 Platform Formation and Territorial Restructuring 

Old-core pressure helps explain why outward expansion became more plausible, 

but it does not explain why Chengdu’s development turned so clearly toward the 

south. The main finding of this section is that southward development became 

more explicit through staged platform formation. In other words, the south was 
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gradually turned into an institutional project. 

The earliest key platform was the Chengdu High-Tech Industrial Development 

Zone. It was prepared in 1988, formally established in 1990, and approved by the 

State Council in 1991. This is important because it shows that a major southern 

development platform was already linked to a national policy framework at an 

early stage. Gazette materials also place the early zone in the southern suburbs, 

suggesting that the territorial base of later southward growth was formed early. 

The importance of this platform increased over time. Later official materials show 

that Chengdu High-Tech Zone was continuously upgraded through new functions 

such as export processing, bonded-zone development, innovation demonstration, 

and new-economy planning. This indicates that southward development was 

reinforced through repeated institutional layering rather than through a single 

decision. 

A more important shift came with Tianfu New Area. The Overall Scheme of 

Sichuan Tianfu New Area shows that the new area was located to the south-

southeast of Chengdu’s main urban area and directly included the South Zone of 

Chengdu High-Tech Zone within its planning boundary. This matters because 

Tianfu New Area did not begin from nothing. It built on an earlier southern 

institutional base and expanded it into a much larger strategic territory. 

This process became even clearer in the Master Plan of Sichuan Chengdu Tianfu 

New Area (2010–2030), which proposed a dual-center structure between the old 
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city center and a new center in Tianfu New Area. By this stage, southward 

development was no longer only outward expansion from the traditional city. It 

was being organized as a broader restructuring of Chengdu’s urban hierarchy. The 

2014 State Council approval made this institutionalization more explicit and gave 

the southern direction stronger political status and territorial reach. 

The citywide strategy later confirmed this direction. The Master Plan of Chengdu 

(2016–2035) formally proposed “Southward Expansion” as part of the broader 

framework of “Eastward Advance, Southward Expansion, Westward Control, 

Northward Reform, and Central Optimization.” By the mid-2010s, southward 

development had therefore moved beyond individual zones and projects. It had 

become part of the city’s broader governing strategy. 

On this basis, the evidence suggests that southward development was 

institutionalized through staged platform formation. An early southern base 

emerged through the High-Tech Zone, was scaled up through Tianfu New Area, 

and was later formalized as part of the city’s broader strategic direction. 

 

5.3 Corridor Infrastructure and Staged Southward Expansion 

Platform formation alone could not make southward development durable. The 

main finding of this section is that corridor infrastructure helped turn the south 

from a possible development space into a more connected and more durable urban 

axis. In Chengdu’s case, this happened through staged transport investment and 
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corridor planning. 

An early foundation of this corridor can be seen in metro planning. In the 2005 

approved rail transit construction plan, Metro Line 1 was planned as a north-south 

line linking the traditional city with Huayang in the south, while Line 2 formed an 

east-west line crossing it at Tianfu Square. This is important because it shows that 

the connection between the old core and the southern growth area had already 

entered the formal transport structure at an early stage. The south was therefore 

being tied more closely to the existing urban center. 

This corridor logic became clearer in later rail expansion. The 2009 adjustment 

plan and the 2013–2020 rail transit construction plan both emphasized stronger 

links between the central city and peripheral groups. This suggests that 

infrastructure planning was increasingly used not only to improve movement 

within the old core, but also to connect the center with the growth areas that 

mattered more in Chengdu’s changing spatial structure. 

The spatial meaning of the corridor became more explicit with Tianfu New Area. 

The Overall Scheme of Sichuan Tianfu New Area proposed a framework of “one 

belt, two wings, one city, and six districts,” with the “belt” organized along a 

southward-extending central axis. The Master Plan of Sichuan Chengdu Tianfu 

New Area (2010–2030) also proposed a dual-center structure between the old city 

center and the new center in Tianfu New Area. Together, these documents suggest 

that southward development was no longer understood only as outward growth. It 
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was being organized as a more clearly defined southern corridor with a stronger 

functional axis. 

Later planning translated this corridor into more concrete nodes. The construction 

plan for the direct-administered area of Tianfu New Area identified a structure 

including the central business district, the innovation and technology city, the 

Jinjiang ecological belt, and other key development areas. In other words, the 

southern axis was not only a line on a map. It was also being built as a group of 

linked development nodes. 

The corridor was reinforced again at the metropolitan scale. The 2021 urban rail 

transit network plan and the Chengdu Metropolitan Area Territorial Spatial Plan 

(2021–2035) both strengthened the role of Tianfu Avenue and the southward 

extension corridor. Later, the two-airport system and the rapid connection between 

Tianfu Airport and Shuangliu Airport further reinforced the southern and 

southeastern direction. This means that the corridor was no longer only a city-

level growth axis, but part of a larger metropolitan and gateway structure. 

Overall, corridor infrastructure did not simply follow southward growth. It helped 

make the southern direction more durable by strengthening connectivity, 

clarifying corridor logic, and linking the southern platforms to wider metropolitan 

and gateway structures 
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5.4 Timeline Synthesis and Rival Explanations 

The evidence suggests that Chengdu’s southward development unfolded through a 

staged process shaped by structural pressure, platform formation, corridor 

infrastructure, and later land-supply reinforcement. 

The first stage was structural. From the late 1990s, planning documents already 

showed that the old core was no longer treated as the only space for future growth. 

The traditional center remained important, but it was increasingly governed as a 

constrained space, making outward redirection more plausible without by itself 

determining a southward turn. 

The second stage was platform formation. Chengdu High-Tech Zone provided an 

early southern institutional base, and Tianfu New Area later expanded this base 

into a much larger strategic territory. By the mid-2010s, southward development 

had moved beyond a general spatial tendency and become a clearer policy project 

with stronger territorial scope and political support. 

The third stage was corridor-making. Rail transit planning, Tianfu Avenue, 

metropolitan corridor planning, and later gateway infrastructure helped connect 

the southern platforms to the old core and the wider region. This means that 

southward development was not only designated institutionally. It was also made 

materially workable through infrastructure and accessibility. 
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The fourth stage was later reinforcement through land allocation. As shown in 

Appendix B, the Medium-term Residential Land Supply Plan of Chengdu (2017–

2021) and later annual land supply plans show continued support for Tianfu New 

Area and, in many years, Chengdu High-Tech Zone as well. This evidence is 

important, but its role should remain limited. It shows later reinforcement rather 

than the original onset of the southward turn. 

On balance, the evidence for RQ1 suggests that Chengdu’s southward turn started 

as a spatial and institutional reorientation and then became a clearer governmental 

project through staged institutionalization, with platform formation and corridor 

commitment preceding later land-based reinforcement. At this stage, the sequence 

points more strongly to an early state-structured process than to a purely market-

led one, although the fuller mechanism question is examined more directly in 

Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 6. Findings II. RQ2 

This chapter builds on the findings of Chapter 5 and shifts from chronological 

reconstruction to mechanism assessment. Rather than repeating the sequence of 

events, it evaluates which explanation best accounts for Chengdu’s southward 

development by comparing three competing interpretations: policy/platform-led 

center-making, market-led decentralization, and a phased hybrid process. The analysis 

draws primarily on the evidence already organized in Appendix A and Appendix B, 

while also incorporating supporting housing-market data from China Real Estate 

Information Corporation (CRIC), selected platform indicators from official statistical 

yearbooks, and the comparative mechanism synthesis presented in Appendix C. 

Appendix C is a new summary table prepared for this chapter, which reorganizes the 

main evidence clusters in relation to H1, H2, and H3. On this basis, the chapter 

examines how timing, institutionalization, infrastructure commitment, land allocation, 

platform consolidation, and later market response support different interpretations of 

the southward turn. 

 

6.1 Evidence for Policy/Platform-Led Center-Making 

To assess the policy- and platform-led explanation, this section draws on the main 

documents and process-tracing evidence discussed in Chapter 5. Appendix A 

organizes this material as an evidence table, while Appendix C compares it more 

directly across H1, H2, and H3. On this basis, the evidence gives strong support to 

a policy- and platform-led explanation, especially in the early and middle stages 

of Chengdu’s southward development. The key point is not only that the city 

expanded outward, but that the southern direction was gradually turned into an 

institutional project through planning, platform formation, and infrastructure 

commitment. This matters for mechanism assessment because these policy and 

platform signals appeared earlier than the clearer evidence of later land-supply 
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reinforcement and housing-market deepening. In this sense, the early structure of 

the southward turn is more consistent with H1 than with a purely market-led 

account. 

The first reason is the early formation of development platforms. Chengdu High-

Tech Zone was prepared in 1988, formally established in 1990, and approved by 

the State Council in 1991 (State Council, 1991). This is important because it 

shows that a major southern development platform was already linked to a 

national policy framework at an early stage. As Chapter 5 argues, the zone should 

not be treated only as a later summary of growth. It functioned as an early 

institutional base for southward development. This supports H1 (Policy/Platform-

Led Center-Making) more strongly than H2 (Market-Led Decentralization) 

because platform formation preceded the clearer evidence of later market 

reinforcement, suggesting that the southern direction was opened through state-

backed institutional organization rather than emerging first through decentralized 

market relocation.  

The second reason is that the southern direction appeared early in formal planning 

language. The Master Plan of Chengdu (1995–2020) identified the southern and 

eastern areas as important development directions, while also calling for stricter 

control over the center city (Chengdu Municipal People’s Government, 1999). 

Later planning documents made this orientation more explicit. This matters 



 LI 

 

50 

 

because it suggests that southward development was framed in advance through 

official planning, rather than recognized only after growth had already shifted. For 

this reason, the planning evidence fits H1 better than H2: it points to an early 

policy orientation toward the south, rather than a retrospective policy response to 

an already completed market shift.  

The third reason is the role of infrastructure commitment. The approved rail 

transit construction plan in 2005 already linked the traditional core with southern 

growth areas through a north-south metro structure, and later plans further 

strengthened this corridor logic (Wuhou District People’s Government, 2005; 

National Development and Reform Commission, 2009, 2013). This point is 

important because infrastructure did not simply follow growth. It helped make the 

southern corridor more connected, more accessible, and more investable. In 

mechanism terms, this evidence supports H1 because corridor investment actively 

lowered barriers to future development and helped organize the southward turn, 

rather than merely responding to a market shift that had already taken place. 

The further reason is the scaling-up effect of Tianfu New Area. As shown in 

Appendix A, Tianfu New Area did not begin as a separate project from scratch. It 

built on the earlier southern base of Chengdu High-Tech Zone and expanded it 

into a larger strategic territory. The 2014 State Council approval further raised its 

political status and strengthened the institutional basis of southward development 
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(State Council, 2014). By this stage, southward development was no longer only 

outward expansion from the old core. It had become a clearer territorial strategy 

supported by administrative upgrading and rescaling. This again fits H1 more 

closely than H2, because it points to active state-led territorial reorganization 

rather than to spontaneous market decentralization alone. 

This interpretation is also supported by long-term statistical evidence. The 

Chengdu High-Tech Zone was already listed as a separate statistical unit in the 

Chengdu Statistical Yearbook 2006, with dedicated indicators for GDP, industry, 

fiscal revenue, fixed-asset investment, population, and employment (Chengdu 

Statistical Yearbook, 2006). By 2015 and again by 2024, these indicators had 

increased greatly, showing that the platform was not temporary or symbolic, but a 

continuously measured and expanding development unit (Chengdu Statistical 

Yearbook, 2016, 2025). For example, the High-Tech Zone recorded GDP of 14.1 

billion yuan in 2005, 127.76 billion yuan in 2015, and 349.03 billion yuan in 2024 

(Chengdu Statistical Yearbook, 2006, 2016, 2025). This strengthens H1 indirectly 

by showing that the southern platform was durable, institutionalized, and 

continuously consolidated over time, rather than existing only as a short-lived 

planning label. 

Taken together, these findings support H1 more strongly than the other 

explanations at this stage of the analysis. The available evidence suggests that 
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Chengdu’s southward turn was not simply the spontaneous relocation of market 

activity. Instead, it was opened, organized, and strengthened through policy 

platforms, formal planning, and infrastructure decisions. This does not mean that 

market forces were absent, but it does suggest that the early structure of southward 

development is better explained by policy/platform-led center-making than by 

market-led decentralization alone. 

6.2 Evidence for Market-Led Decentralization 

The market-led explanation is partly plausible, but the available evidence does not 

support it as a complete explanation of Chengdu’s southward development. As 

summarized in Appendix C (Mechanism Synthesis Table), market forces clearly 

mattered, especially in the later stage. However, the evidence is stronger for 

market reinforcement than for market initiation. In other words, the market seems 

to have deepened the southward turn after it had already been opened through 

policy platforms and infrastructure, rather than fully causing that turn from the 

beginning.  

One reason why the market-led account remains plausible is the growing 

constraint of the old core. As Chapter 5 showed, planning documents increasingly 

treated the traditional center as a space of control, adjustment, and limited growth. 

The old city was no longer expected to absorb unlimited new development. This 

created a more favorable context for outward relocation and made southern 
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expansion more attractive in practical terms. In this sense, market decentralization 

did not emerge without structural background. It developed within a city where 

continued concentration in the old core had become more difficult.  

A second reason is that the southern area offered more room for later development 

and investment. Although spatial availability alone did not determine the 

southward turn, the broader pattern is clear: once stronger constraints were placed 

on the old core, southern areas became more suitable for new housing, 

infrastructure, and large-scale development projects. This gave market actors 

practical reasons to relocate, invest, and build there. 

The strongest support for the market-led account comes from later housing-market 

evidence. The CRIC data show that southern platforms such as Tianfu New Area 

and High-Tech South zone became important sites of housing transactions, 

residential supply, and price formation in the later period. This matters because it 

shows that southward development was not sustained only by planning language 

or administrative designation. It also entered real market circuits. In the later 

stage, the south became a major space of housing demand and market activity, 

which supports the argument that market forces helped reinforce the new urban 

geography. 

A similar point can be made from broader economic change. By the 2000s, 

Chengdu was already experiencing strong growth in investment, private-sector 
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activity, and real estate development, as reflected in the statistical yearbooks 

(Chengdu Statistical Yearbook, 2006). This broader market environment made 

decentralization more likely once institutional platforms and infrastructure had 

lowered the barriers to southern expansion. Market activity therefore should not 

be treated as marginal. It was part of the process that turned the south from a 

planned direction into a lived and invested urban space.  

At the same time, the limits of the market-led explanation are also clear. The 

available evidence does not show that market relocation clearly came before 

platform formation, planning commitment, or corridor infrastructure. In fact, the 

sequence presented in Appendix A suggests the opposite. Important policy 

platforms, planning directions, and transport commitments were already in place 

before later land-supply reinforcement and housing-market deepening became 

more visible. For this reason, H2 is not well supported as a standalone origin 

explanation. It is more convincing as a later-stage force that strengthened an 

already structured direction of development.  

Overall, the evidence suggests that market-led decentralization was real, but 

partial. It helps explain why the southern corridor later gained stronger housing 

demand, investment activity, and functional weight. However, it does not explain 

well why Chengdu’s development turned so clearly to the south in the first place. 
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For this reason, H2 is better understood as a later reinforcement mechanism than 

as the primary origin of Chengdu’s southward turn. 

 

6.3 Assessing the Phased Hybrid Account 

Among the three explanations, H3(Phased Hybrid Process) provides the best fit 

with the full sequence of evidence. As summarized in Appendix C (Mechanism 

Synthesis Table), this interpretation fits the full sequence better than either a 

purely policy-led or a purely market-led explanation. The reason is simple: the 

evidence does not point to only one force operating across the whole process. 

Instead, it suggests that different forces mattered at different stages. Policy 

platforms, planning, and corridor infrastructure were more important in opening 

and structuring the southward turn, while land allocation, housing-market activity, 

and later platform consolidation became more important in deepening and 

stabilizing it.  

The first part of this hybrid sequence is strongly state-led. As Chapter 5 showed, 

early policy platforms, planning commitments, and corridor infrastructure all 

helped open and structure the southern direction before later market reinforcement 

became more visible. In this sense, the southward turn was not simply the result of 

decentralized market movement, but of staged institutionalization and territorial 

organization. 
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The second part of the sequence involves later reinforcement. Appendix B shows 

that land-supply plans after 2017 continued to support Tianfu New Area and, in 

many years, Chengdu High-Tech Zone as well. This evidence is important, but its 

meaning should be kept clear. It does not identify the original starting point of the 

southward turn. Instead, it shows that once the southern corridor had already been 

opened institutionally, it continued to receive formal resource support through 

land allocation. In this sense, land-supply planning worked less as an origin 

mechanism and more as a consolidation mechanism.  

The same logic appears in the housing market. The CRIC data indicate that 

southern areas, especially Tianfu New Area and High-tech South zone, became 

major sites of housing transactions and price formation in the later period. This 

matters because it shows that the southern turn was not sustained only by 

administrative designation. It also became embedded in real market demand. 

However, this market deepening appeared later than the early policy and platform 

evidence. For that reason, the market is better understood as reinforcing and 

normalizing the southward shift than as fully initiating it. 

Later statistical evidence also supports this hybrid reading. The High-Tech Zone 

was not only created early; it also remained a measurable and expanding platform 

across time. This links early institutional formation to later functional 
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consolidation, which is exactly the kind of sequence a phased hybrid explanation 

would predict. 

The 2024 special-bond adjustment table adds one more layer to this interpretation. 

It shows that many Chengdu projects were still being reshaped through fiscal 

reprioritization at a late stage. In several cases, unused or delayed funds were 

redirected toward projects in Science City, Tianfu headquarters areas, Tianfu 

cultural and creative zones, Future Medical City, and related housing and 

infrastructure projects (Sichuan Provincial Department of Finance, 2024). The 

table therefore suggests that southern and related development platforms were still 

being actively managed through project substitution and fiscal adjustment, rather 

than being left entirely to market dynamics. 

For these reasons, the phased hybrid account offers the strongest overall 

explanation. It does not reduce Chengdu’s southward development to a single 

cause. Instead, it explains why the process changed over time. In the early and 

middle stages, the southward turn was more clearly opened and structured through 

policy platforms, planning, and infrastructure. In the later stage, land allocation, 

housing-market activity, platform growth, and fiscal reprioritization helped 

reinforce that direction and turn it into a more stable urban geography. 
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6.4 Interim Conclusion on the Most Plausible Mechanism 

This chapter has compared three possible explanations for Chengdu’s southward 

development. The evidence does not support a purely market-led account. It also 

does not fully support a simple one-direction policy story across the whole period. 

Instead, the strongest overall explanation is a phased hybrid process. As Appendix 

C ((Mechanism Synthesis Table) shows, this interpretation fits the widest range of 

evidence and also fits the sequencing of that evidence more closely than the other 

two explanations. 

The main reason is that different mechanisms seem to have mattered at different 

stages. In the early and middle stages, the evidence points more strongly to 

policy/platform-led center-making. Chengdu High-Tech Zone, later master plans, 

corridor infrastructure, and the upgrading of Tianfu New Area all suggest that the 

southern direction was opened and organized through institutional decisions rather 

than through spontaneous market movement alone. In the later stage, however, the 

process became more complex. Land-supply plans, housing-market activity, long-

term platform growth, and fiscal reprioritization all show that the southward turn 

was reinforced and stabilized through additional mechanisms beyond initial policy 

design. 

For this reason, the most careful conclusion is not that H1 is wrong, but that it is 

incomplete on its own. H1 explains the opening and early structuring of the 
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southern corridor very well. H2 also captures part of the story, especially the later 

strengthening of housing demand and investment in southern areas. But neither 

explanation alone can explain the full sequence. H3 is stronger because it explains 

both the early state-led structuring of the southward turn and the later deepening 

of that turn through land, market, and implementation processes. 

At the same time, this conclusion should remain careful. The argument here is 

about the most plausible mechanism, not about absolute causal exclusivity. The 

available evidence is stronger for early policy platforms and corridor-making than 

for early market relocation. For this reason, the chapter does not claim that every 

part of southward development was controlled in a top-down way, nor that market 

forces were secondary in all periods. Instead, it argues that the clearest overall 

reading of the evidence is a phased hybrid one, with a stronger policy/platform 

role in the earlier stage and a stronger reinforcement role for market and resource 

allocation in the later stage. 

Overall, the evidence supports a phased hybrid interpretation: policy platforms 

and corridor-making played the leading role in opening and structuring the 

southward turn, while later land allocation, market activity, and implementation 

processes helped consolidate and normalize it. 
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Chapter 7. Findings III. RQ3 

Chapter 7 examines how residents experience Chengdu’s southward development in 

everyday life. It draws on six anonymized interviews with long-term Chengdu 

residents, including people based mainly in the old core, people based mainly in the 

southern corridor, and people whose daily lives connected both areas. This chapter 

focuses on four themes: commuting and daily mobility, public space and service 

convenience, housing decisions and trade-offs, and perceived beneficiaries and cost-

bearers. While the previous chapters reconstructed the institutional and spatial logic of 

southward development, this chapter shows how that process is experienced unevenly 

in everyday urban life. Appendix D summarizes the interviewees and their analytical 

relevance, and Appendix E presents the thematic coding used to organize the analysis. 

 

7.1 Commuting and Daily Mobility 

Residents did not experience Chengdu’s southward development in the same way. 

Its effects depended on where they lived, where they worked, and how they 

traveled. Some interviewees felt that mobility had improved over time, while 

others pointed to new congestion and longer travel distances in the southward 

corridor.  

Several interviewees described clear improvements in everyday mobility, 

especially in relation to public transport access and connection to southern 

destinations. Interviewee A said that metro and bus services had become much 

more developed, and that many trips no longer required driving. The same 

respondent also noted that access to Tianfu Airport had become easier after 

transport links improved. Interviewee D described a similar change, comparing 
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the earlier period of bus-dependent travel with the present metro network and 

shared-bike system. 

Several respondents also felt that the south had become a stronger destination for 

work, leisure, and consumption. Interviewee E said that restaurants, entertainment, 

and youth-oriented activities had gradually shifted toward the southern area, 

especially the High-Tech Zone and nearby districts. In her view, “the whole center 

of gravity” had moved southward in everyday life. This reflected a shift in 

everyday activity space, not only a change in planning or infrastructure. 

At the same time, the interviews suggest that these mobility gains were uneven 

and sometimes produced new burdens. Interviewee C, who lives and works 

mainly in the southern area, said that newer roads in the south made driving 

easier, but he also noted that more jobs and activities had concentrated there, 

increasing commuting density. Interviewee E similarly felt that the more obvious 

congestion now appeared on routes toward Tianfu New Area and other southern 

destinations. Interviewee B added a family perspective. She preferred the old core 

because daily life, schooling, and medical access were more stable there, and she 

felt that moving south would create more pressure in family routines. 

In this sense, southward development expanded mobility opportunities for some 

residents, but it also redistributed congestion and travel burdens rather than 

eliminating them. 
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7.2 Public Space and Service Convenience 

Interview responses show a mixed picture of public space and daily service 

convenience. Many respondents linked the south with newer parks, wider open 

space, and a more modern physical environment. At the same time, several 

interviewees stressed that the old core still had stronger advantages in mature 

daily services, especially in education, healthcare, and everyday convenience. 

Several respondents viewed public space in the south more positively. Interviewee 

E said that parks in Tianfu New Area were easier to reach by car and often had 

parking spaces directly connected to the park entrance. In her view, these parks 

were wider, newer, and visually cleaner than many parks in the old city. 

Interviewee D expressed a similar idea. Although she did not use parks very 

frequently, she felt that parks in the south were often larger, with better road 

access and more complete surrounding facilities. These responses linked the south 

to a newer and more planned form of public space. 

However, better public space did not always mean better everyday convenience. 

Interviewee C emphasized that the old core still had a clear advantage in major 

healthcare and education resources. In his view, many of Chengdu’s best-known 

hospitals, schools, and long-established urban facilities were still concentrated in 

the old core, while the south was still catching up. Interviewee B made a similar 
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point. She said that the old core remained more complete in terms of schools, 

hospitals, markets, and ordinary daily services, which was especially important for 

families. 

Another important pattern is that the south was not experienced as one uniform 

space. Interviewee F said that in some newer residential zones, public service 

facilities were still incomplete, including supermarkets and nearby medical 

services. Interviewee D also pointed out that some farther southern neighborhoods 

had newer housing but weaker supporting services, including hospitals, schools, 

and community shops. Interviewee C similarly mentioned that some newer 

residential areas in the south still depended on future improvement. These 

responses show clear unevenness within the south itself. 

The interviews therefore suggest a clear contrast between environmental 

upgrading in the south and service maturity in the old core, with additional 

unevenness within the south itself. 

 

7.3 Housing Decisions and Perceived Trade-offs 

The interviews suggest that housing decisions were not shaped by price alone. 

Respondents described residential choice as a balance between housing quality, 

commuting time, family needs, and daily convenience. In this sense, southward 

development created new housing options, but also new trade-offs. 
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Several interviewees associated southern housing with newer and more attractive 

living conditions. Interviewee E felt that housing in the south was not necessarily 

cheaper, but offered better value for money because of its newer environment and 

residential products. She also noted that people around her who moved south often 

did so because the housing was newer, larger, and located in areas with a better 

environment. Interviewee D gave a similar explanation, arguing that the south 

attracted younger residents and migrants because it offered a more modern 

lifestyle. 

At the same time, better housing conditions in the south did not remove other 

costs. Interviewee E pointed out that the advantage of southern housing could be 

offset by longer commuting time and said she would only consider housing in the 

south if it remained closer to the old core. Interviewee B added that, for families 

with children, housing choice was closely tied to schooling, medical access, and 

stable daily routines. She preferred the old core because it reduced uncertainty in 

everyday family life. 

Housing preferences also differed across life stage and social group. Interviewee E 

felt that southern housing was more suitable for younger people, while older 

residents might prefer more familiar and established areas. Interviewee D 

similarly argued that the south was especially attractive to younger workers and 

new residents who wanted to settle in Chengdu, while lower-income groups faced 
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greater pressure if they also wanted to live there. These responses suggest that 

southward development expanded housing options, but not in the same way for all 

residents. Housing choice was therefore shaped less by price alone than by a 

bundled trade-off among housing quality, commuting, family routine, and service 

access. 

 

7.4 Perceived Beneficiaries and Cost-Bearers 

The interviews suggest that Chengdu’s southward development did not benefit all 

groups equally. Most respondents believed that some groups gained more clearly, 

especially younger professionals, new industries, and households able to move 

into newer southern districts. At the same time, several interviewees pointed to 

higher living pressure, unequal access to education, and other uneven burdens.  

Several respondents identified young professionals, new industries, and better-

positioned families as major beneficiaries of southward development. Interviewee 

D argued that the south was especially favorable for young people working in 

Chengdu, migrants hoping to settle in the city, and sectors such as finance, 

internet-related business, and biomedical industries. Interviewee F added that 

stronger families could also benefit more, especially in places where better 

education resources were concentrated. In her view, this pattern encouraged more 
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advantaged households to cluster in selected areas and reinforced local 

differences.  

Interviewee C offered a more spatial view of advantage. He argued that people 

already living in southern areas, or those able to align their lives with the city’s 

southward direction, were more likely to receive the gains created by planning and 

investment. In this sense, advantage was not only social or economic, but also 

spatial.  

At the same time, the interviews also identified groups that were more likely to 

bear costs. Interviewee D most clearly pointed to lower-income residents who 

wanted to live in the south but could not easily match its rising cost of living. 

Interviewee F similarly suggested that outsiders and households without access to 

strong education resources could find the south harder to enter on favorable terms. 

Interviewee E offered a softer view. She did not feel that old-core residents were 

directly deprived by the rise of the south, but instead described it as a shift in 

urban lifestyle and activity patterns. Even so, her account still implied that access 

to these new advantages remained uneven. 

These accounts point to selective rather than universal benefit, with gains 

concentrated among younger professionals, better-positioned households, and 

groups better aligned with the city’s southward development trajectory. 
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Chapter 8. Discussion & Conclusion 

Chapter 8 brings together the main findings of the thesis and presents the final 

conclusion. It revisits the main argument by connecting the findings from RQ1, RQ2, 

and RQ3. It also discusses the broader implications of the Chengdu case, reflects on 

planning implications, and outlines the main limitations of the study. 

 

8.1 Revisiting the Argument: What Explains Chengdu’s Southward 

Development? 

This thesis asked whether Chengdu’s southward development is better explained 

by state-led center-making, market-led decentralization, or a phased interaction 

between the two. Based on the findings of the previous chapters, the strongest 

explanation is the phased hybrid account. 

The findings suggest a clear sequence. First, the old core was increasingly treated 

as a constrained urban space, which made outward redirection more plausible, but 

this alone does not explain why development turned so clearly toward the south. 

More importantly, the southern direction was gradually structured through 

platform formation and corridor infrastructure, especially through the Chengdu 

High-Tech Zone, the expansion of Tianfu New Area, and the strengthening of 

south-oriented transport and development links. In the later stage, market activity, 

land allocation, and implementation dynamics became more important in 

deepening and stabilizing this direction. For this reason, Chengdu’s southward 

development is best understood not as a purely market-led shift or a fully self-
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contained top-down project, but as a phased process in which policy and platform 

governance opened the southern turn first and later market and implementation 

dynamics helped consolidate it. 

Resident perspectives add an important everyday-life dimension to this 

conclusion. Southward development was not experienced as an evenly shared 

urban improvement. The south was often associated with newer public space, 

newer housing, and new activity centers, while the old core still kept important 

advantages in mature services such as schools, hospitals, and daily convenience. 

Interview responses also suggest that the benefits of southward development were 

selective, with stronger gains for younger professionals, emerging industries, and 

households better positioned to move into the southern corridor. It was a staged 

and uneven process, shaped first by policy and platform governance and later 

reinforced by market and implementation dynamics. 

 

8.2 Implications for Interpreting Polycentric Urban Restructuring 

One broader implication of this thesis is that polycentric urban restructuring 

should not always be understood through a simple opposition between planning 

and market forces. In the Chengdu case, the findings suggest that these two 

dimensions were linked over time. Southward development was not only an 

observed spatial shift that later received policy recognition. It was also not only a 

planning idea imposed on urban space from above. Instead, policy platforms, 
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territorial upgrading, and corridor infrastructure helped open and organize the 

southern direction first, while later market activity and platform growth helped 

make that direction more stable and more real in practice. 

This point is important for how polycentricity is interpreted in this thesis. Chapter 

3 distinguished between normative polycentricity as a planning goal and analytical 

polycentricity as an observed spatial outcome. The Chengdu case suggests that 

these two meanings should not always be treated as fully separate, because state 

action helped shape the direction of development while later market responses and 

everyday urban use helped consolidate it. 

The case also suggests that polycentric restructuring can be highly directional. 

Chengdu’s growth did not spread evenly across all edges of the city. Instead, it 

became increasingly concentrated along a recognizable southern corridor shaped 

by development platforms, transport links, and later metropolitan integration. The 

Chengdu case suggests that polycentric restructuring can be directional, corridor-

based, and sequenced, rather than simply understood as the emergence of multiple 

centers in abstract spatial terms. This means that polycentric change should be 

understood not only in terms of multiple centers, but also in terms of the specific 

corridors, infrastructures, and governance strategies through which those centers 

are produced and strengthened. In this sense, the Chengdu case shows that 
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polycentric urban restructuring is not only about urban form. It is also about 

sequence, direction, and uneven spatial change. 

 

8.3 Planning Implications for Transport, Land, and Platform Governance 

The findings of this thesis also have several implications for planning practice. A 

first implication concerns transport and accessibility. Chengdu’s southward 

development was closely connected to corridor infrastructure, especially the 

strengthening of north-south transport links and later metropolitan integration. 

However, the interview findings show that improved mobility did not mean equal 

benefit for all residents. While some respondents felt that travel and access had 

improved, others described new congestion, longer travel distances, and added 

pressure in daily routines. This suggests that transport planning should not focus 

only on supporting growth corridors, but also on how accessibility gains and 

mobility burdens are distributed across different areas and groups. 

A second implication concerns land development and platform governance. The 

findings show that platforms such as Chengdu High-Tech Zone and Tianfu New 

Area played a major role in concentrating investment, strategic functions, and 

infrastructure in the south. In this sense, platform governance was effective in 

shaping a new growth direction. However, the resident interviews also suggest 

that the production of new urban space does not automatically create equally 
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mature everyday services. Several respondents still viewed the old core as 

stronger in schools, hospitals, and daily convenience, while some southern areas 

were seen as newer but less complete. This suggests that platform-led 

development should be coordinated more carefully with service provision, not 

only with investment attraction and spatial expansion. It also suggests that 

planning should pay more attention to the gap between spatial expansion and the 

slower formation of everyday service capacity. 

A third implication concerns uneven development. The findings suggest that the 

benefits of southward development were selective rather than equally shared. 

Some groups gained more clearly from newer housing, better public space, and 

stronger access to new activity centers, while other groups continued to depend 

more on the old core or faced greater difficulty entering the southern corridor on 

favorable terms. For this reason, planning should not treat southward expansion as 

a complete substitute for the old core. A more balanced approach would pay 

attention both to continued investment in new southern areas and to reinvestment 

in the old core, especially in relation to service access, affordability, and everyday 

urban needs. In this way, the Chengdu case suggests that successful urban 

restructuring should be judged not only by growth and expansion, but also by how 

evenly its benefits are shared. 
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8.4 Limitations and Future Research 

This thesis has several limitations. First, the availability of official documents is 

uneven across time, especially for earlier periods, so some stages of Chengdu’s 

southward development can be reconstructed more clearly than others. Second, 

the interview sample is small and interpretive rather than representative, which 

means the findings on lived experience should not be treated as population-level 

conclusions. Third, the housing and commuting comparisons used in this study are 

light contextual checks rather than full quantitative measurement. For this reason, 

the thesis advances an argument about the most plausible mechanism based on 

triangulated evidence, rather than a claim of complete causal proof.  

These limitations also point to future research. A larger set of official documents, 

especially from earlier planning and implementation periods, would help clarify 

the timing and process of institutionalization in greater detail. More interviews 

across different ages, income, and occupational groups would also improve 

understanding of who benefits most and who bears the greatest costs. In addition, 

comparative research with other Chinese cities could help show whether 

Chengdu’s southward development is a special case or part of a broader pattern of 

corridor-based and platform-led urban restructuring. In this sense, the Chengdu 

case should be understood not as a closed conclusion, but as a starting point for 

further research. 
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Even so, the thesis shows that Chengdu’s southward development is best 

understood as a staged and uneven process in which policy and platform 

governance first structured a southern urban direction, and later market and 

implementation dynamics helped consolidate it into a more durable urban 

geography. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A. Evidence Table for Chapter 5: The Southward Turn in Chengdu 1 
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Appendix A. Evidence Table for Chapter 5: The Southward Turn in Chengdu 2 
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Appendix B. Land Supply Plan Schedule 
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Appendix C. Mechanism Synthesis Table 
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Appendix D. Summary of Interviewees and Analytical Relevance 
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Appendix E. Thematic Coding Table 

 



 LI 

 

86 

 

Appendix F. Interview Question in English 

Interview Objectives 

The purpose of this interview is to provide primary data for RQ3: Who benefits, and 

who bears the costs? 

Interviewees 

Sample type: Adults (18 years old and above) 

Locations: Chengdu’s “five central districts” (Jinjiang, Qingyang, Wuhou, Chenghua, 

and Jinniu) and the southern growth areas (High-Tech Zone and Tianfu New Area) 

Number of participants: 6–10 

Background requirements: Participants should have lived or worked in Chengdu for 

more than one year. The sample should, as much as possible, include people with 

different occupations and commuting modes. 

Suggested distribution: Ideally, 3–4 participants from the old core (the five central 

districts), 3–4 from the southern new areas (High-Tech Zone / Tianfu New Area), and 

the rest from transitional areas or people who commute between the two. 

Recruitment Methods 

Participants will be recruited through alumni groups, friend referrals, or personal 

connections. There will be no survey distribution and no public recruitment. 

Participants will only be invited through direct private contact. 

No personally identifiable information will be collected, and all interview materials 

will be anonymized before analysis. 

Interview Method 

Format: Remote interviews, mainly through Zoom or Teams (avoiding the use of 

Chinese social media platforms) 

Structure: Semi-structured interviews, including fixed questions while allowing 

follow-up questions 

Duration: Approximately 30–50 minutes 

Language: Chinese or English 

Recording method: Interview notes plus optional audio recording with prior verbal 



 LI 

 

87 

 

consent; only textual content will be retained, and names and contact information will 

be removed 

Interview Guide 

Opening and Consent Statement 

Thank you for agreeing to speak with me. Before we begin, I want to explain the 

study and confirm your consent. 

This study explores how people who live or work in Chengdu experience recent 

changes in the city’s development. The interview will take about 20–30 minutes. 

Participation is completely voluntary. You may skip any question or stop the interview 

at any time. 

I will not ask for your name or any identifying information. Your responses will be 

kept confidential. 

I would like to audio-record this interview so that I can accurately capture what you 

say. The recording will be stored on a secure, password-protected Columbia 

University system. Only the research team will have access to it. The audio file will 

be deleted after it has been transcribed and checked. If you prefer not to be recorded, I 

will take notes instead. 

Do you agree to participate in this interview? 

(Wait for response: Yes / No) 

Do you agree to audio recording? 

(Wait for response: Yes / No) 

1. Stratification Variables (Identity / Migration / Spatial Position) 

[Required | 2–3 minutes] 

S1. Identity and migration trajectory 

1. Did you grow up in Chengdu, or did you move here from another place? 

Around what year did you come to Chengdu or begin living here long-term?  

2. Do you currently have a Chengdu hukou, or how do you understand the 

difference between being local and non-local? Do you think this difference 

affects your access to resources such as education, healthcare, housing 

purchase, household registration, or social insurance?  
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S2. Spatial position: home–work–activity locations 

3. Which district or area do you currently live in? Where do you work or study? 

What are the two places you go to most often in daily life?  

4. Have these three locations changed over the past 5–10 years? When did they 

change, and why?  

S3. Life stage and resources 

5. What is your current life stage: student, single working adult, married, with 

children, or living with parents?  

6. Do you have a car? (Yes / No)  

2. Dimension One: Commuting and Accessibility 

[Required | 5–7 minutes] 

Main question 

1. What does your most typical daily commute look like? For example, what 

time do you leave, what time do you arrive, what modes do you use, and how 

many transfers do you make?  

Follow-up questions 

2. Compared with 2015, 2020, and now, have your commuting time, cost, or 

comfort changed noticeably?  

3. What do you think mainly caused these changes: metro or road improvements, 

changes in where you live and work, housing price pressure, or shifts in job 

opportunities?  

Matrix closing question 

4. If we only talk about commuting and accessibility, would you say southward 

development has been overall positive (+), negative (–), or mixed for you?  

5. Please give one very specific example, such as a metro line, a road segment, or 

a move that changed your experience.  

6. Did this example happen around 2015, 2020, or more recently?  

Additional questions by group 
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For migrants: 

When you first came to Chengdu, where did you live? Were you ever forced to move 

or adjust your daily activity radius because of commuting or living costs? 

For local residents: 

Did you or your family ever move from the old city toward the south? If so, why: 

education, environment, housing, or work? 

3. Dimension Two: Public Space and Environmental Quality 

[Required | 5–7 minutes] 

Main question 

1. Do you use parks, greenways, or waterfront spaces? How often, and what do 

you usually do there?  

Follow-up questions 

2. Comparing the old city and the southern areas, where do you think public 

spaces are more accessible (easy to walk to or connect to by transport), and 

where are they more usable (shade, seating, toilets, continuity, safety, 

maintenance)?  

3. Have you experienced any public spaces that look attractive but are not 

actually practical? What exactly made them difficult to use?  

4. Do you think these spaces mainly serve everyday life, or do they feel more 

like image projects or showcases? Why?  

Matrix closing question 

5. If we only talk about public space and environmental quality, would you say 

southward development has been overall positive (+), negative (–), or mixed 

for you?  

6. Please use one specific example to explain, including the location and your 

experience.  

Additional questions by group 

For migrants: 

Did public space or environmental quality affect your impression of Chengdu or your 

decision to stay? 
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For local residents: 

Do you feel that public space in the old city has been improved, or that resources and 

attention have been pulled toward the south? Why? 

4. Dimension Three: Housing Affordability and Residential Choice 

[Required | 5–7 minutes] 

Main question 

1. What is your current housing situation: renting, owning, or shared housing? 

Since when?  

2. In recent years, have you adjusted your housing choice because of rent or 

housing price changes, such as moving to another district, moving to a smaller 

place, sharing housing, or living farther from the metro?  

Follow-up questions 

3. Do you think housing in the south is “more expensive but more worth it,” 

“expensive and homogeneous,” or “cheaper but with costs shifted to 

commuting or service access”?  

4. For you, what are the hidden costs of living in the south, such as commuting, 

social disconnection, education barriers, or healthcare accessibility?  

Matrix closing question 

5. If housing is understood as price plus hidden costs, would you say southward 

development has made it overall easier to settle down (+), harder to settle 

down (–), or mixed for you or people around you?  

6. Please give one specific example from your own experience or from someone 

close to you, and indicate when it happened.  

Additional questions by group 

For migrants: 

Do barriers such as hukou, home-purchase eligibility, or years of social insurance 

affect whether you can buy or rent, where you can do so, and when? 

For local residents: 

Does your family already have housing resources, such as property in the old city, 

relocation compensation, or exchanged housing? Do these starting-point differences 
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affect how you feel about southward development? 

5. Dimension Four: Everyday Services and Convenience 

[Required | 5–7 minutes] 

Main question 

1. What are the three categories of everyday services you rely on most, such as 

healthcare, education, grocery shopping, government services, cultural 

facilities, childcare, or transport? Please rank them in order of importance.  

2. Are these services close to where you live? What is your experience with them 

in terms of waiting time, options, reliability, or efficiency?  

Follow-up questions 

3. Comparing the old city and the southern areas, where do services feel denser, 

more reliable, and less troublesome? Why?  

4. Have you ever lived in an area with clear service gaps, such as new housing 

developments without nearby schools, hospitals, markets, or community 

facilities?  

5. Who do you think benefits most from the new services added in the south?  

Matrix closing question 

6. If we only talk about everyday services, would you say southward 

development has been overall positive (+), negative (–), or mixed for you?  

7. Please give one specific situation, such as going to the doctor, dealing with 

administrative issues, school access, or grocery shopping.  

Additional questions by group 

For migrants: 

What channels do you mainly rely on to get information about services? Have you 

faced any institutional or information barriers? 

For local residents: 

Do you rely more on old-city networks or long-established resources, such as 

hospitals, schools, or personal contacts for administrative matters? Does this affect 

how you evaluate convenience in the south? 
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6. Core Closing Questions for RQ3: Who Benefits and Who Bears the Costs? 

[Required | 3–5 minutes] 

1. If you had to identify the biggest beneficiaries of southward development, who 

would they be: which groups, industries, or areas? Why? In what ways have 

they benefited?  

2. Who do you think bears the greatest costs? What kinds of costs do they face? 

Do they have much room to choose differently?  

3. If you could give the government or planners only one priority 

recommendation for improvement, what would it be? Why do you think it 

would reduce inequality or reduce costs?  

7. Counterfactual and Mechanism Questions 

[Optional | 2–3 minutes] 

1. If there had been no southward development, or no metro expansion and 

platform-based development, do you think your housing and job choices 

would have been different? In what way?  

2. Do you think the changes you described were driven more by market forces 

(opportunities, housing prices, firm location choices) or by policy guidance 

(new areas, development platforms, investment, planning)? Why?  

8. Ending 

[30 seconds] 

Is there anything else you think is important that I did not ask about? 

If necessary, I may contact you for a brief follow-up interview later. That would be 

optional. 
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Appendix G. Interview Question in Chinese 

访谈目标 

本次访谈旨在为研究问题 RQ3 提供一手（primary）数据：谁获得收益，谁承担成

本？ 

受访者（Interviewees） 

• 样本类型： 成年人（18 岁及以上） 

• 地点： 成都“五城区” （江、青羊、青侯、青成、青牛））南部枢纽（（新区区青

天府区区） 

• 人数： 6–10 人 

• 背景要求： 在当地居住或工作超过 1 年；尽量覆盖不同职业南通勤方式的人群 

• 分布建议： 理想情况下，老城（五城区）3–4 人；部枢区城（新区区/天府区区）

3–4 人；其余来自过渡区域或在两者之间通勤的人群 

招募方式（Recruitment Methods） 

参南者将通过校友群青朋友转介绍或个人关系进行招募。不会发放问卷，也不会进行

公开招募——仅通过私信进行定向邀请。 

不收集任何可识别个人身份的信息，所有访谈材料在分析前都会进行匿名化处理。 

访谈方式（Interview Method） 

• 形式： 远程访谈，主要通过 Zoom 或 Teams（避免使用中国社交媒体平台） 

• 结构： 半结构式访谈（Semi-structured）：包含固定问题，同时允许追问 

• 时长： 约 30–50 分钟 

• 语言： 中文或英文 

• 记录方式： 访谈笔记 + 可选录音（需事先口头同意）；仅保留文字内容，移除

姓名南联系方式等信息 

访谈提纲（Interview Guide） 

开场与同意说明（Opening and Consent Statement） 

感谢您愿意接受本次访谈。在开始之前，我想先说明研究内容，并确认您的同意。 

本研究关注在成都生活或工作的人群，如何体验这座城市近年来的发展变化。访谈预

计持续约 20–30 分钟。参南完全自愿，您可以跳过任何问题，或在任何时候停止访

谈。 

我不会询问您的姓名或任何可识别身份的信息。您的回答将被严格保密。 

为了更准确记录您的表达，我希望对访谈进行录音。录音将存储在哥伦比亚大学安全

且有密码保护的系统中，仅研究团队可访问。音频文件在转写并核对完成后将被删
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除。如果您不希望录音，我将改为仅做笔记记录。 

 

您是否同意参与本次访谈？ 

（等待对方回答：是 / 否） 

您是否同意进行录音？ 

（等待对方回答：是 / 否） 

1. 分层变量（身份/迁移/空间落点）【必问｜2–3 分钟】 

S1 身份与迁移轨迹 

1. 你算成都本地成长起来，还是外地来成都？大概哪一年到成都/开始长期居住？ 

2. 你现在是否有成都户口（或你如何理解本地/外地身份差别）？这种差别对你获

取资源是否有影响（教育/医疗/买房/落户/社保等）？ 

S2 空间落点：住-工-活动三点 

3) 你现在住在哪个区/片区？工作/学习在哪？日常最常去的两个地方在哪？ 

4) 过去 5–10 年这三个点是否变化过？分别是什么时候变的，为什么？ 

S3 生活阶段与资源 

5) 你目前生活阶段：学生/单身上班族/已婚/有娃/和父母同住？ 

6) 是否有车？（有/无车） 

2. 维度一：通勤与可达性（Commuting / Accessibility）【必问｜5–7 分钟】 

主问题 

1. 你最典型的一天通勤链是怎样的？（几点出门—几点到；方式；换乘次数） 

追问（深度） 

2) 对比 2015/2020/现在：你的通勤时间青费用青舒适度有没有明显变化？ 

3) 你觉得变化主要来自什么：地铁/道路改善青职住变化青房价挤压青还是工作机会迁

移？ 

矩阵收口（必须问） 

4) 只谈通勤南可达性：部向发展对你总体是 + / – / mixed？ 

• 请给 1 个最具体例子（某条线/某段路/某次搬家导致的改变） 

• 这个例子大概发生在 2015/2020/现在的哪个阶段？ 

分层加问 

• 外来移民：刚来成都时住哪？是否因通勤/成本被迫搬家或调整生活半径？ 

• 本地人：你/家人是否出现“从老城向部搬”的迁移？原因是什么（教育/环境/房子
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/工作）？ 

3. 维度二：公共空间与环境质量（Public Space / Environmental Quality）【必问｜5–

7 分钟】 

主问题 

1. 你会使用公园/绿道/滨水空间吗？频率如何？通常做什么活动？ 

追问（深度） 

2) 老城 vs 部枢：哪里更“可达”（走得到/接得上交通），哪里更“可用”（遮阴青座椅青

厕所青连续性青安全青维护）？ 

3) 你有没有遇到过“好看但不好用”的公共空间？具体哪里不好用？ 

4) 你觉得这些空间更像服务日常生活，还是更像形象工程/展示？为什么？ 

矩阵收口（必须问） 

5) 只谈公共空间南环境质量：部向发展对你总体是 + / – / mixed？ 

• 请用 1 个具体例子说明（地点+体验） 

分层加问 

• 外来移民：公共空间/环境是否影响你对成都的印象或决定留下？ 

• 本地人：你感觉老城公共空间是“被补齐”，还是“资源/关注被部枢吸走”？为什么？ 

4. 维度三：住房可负担与居住选择（Housing Affordability）【必问｜5–7 分钟】 

主问题 

1. 你目前居住形态：租房/自有/合租？大概从什么时候开始？ 

2. 过去几年你是否因房租/房价变化做过调整（换区青换小青合租青离地铁更远）？ 

追问（深度） 

3) 你觉得部枢住房是“更贵但更值”，还是“贵而同质”，还是“便宜但成本转移到通勤/服

务上”？ 

4) 对你来说，“住部枢”的隐性成本有哪些？（通勤青社交断裂青教育门槛青医疗可达

等） 

矩阵收口（必须问） 

5) 把住房看成“价格+隐性成本”的综合：部向发展让你/你身边人总体 更容易安居(+) / 

更难安居(–) / mixed？ 

• 请给 1 个亲历或身边人的具体例子（发生时间点） 

分层加问 

• 外来移民：户口/购房资格/社保年限等门槛是否影响你“买/租青买哪里青何时买”？ 

• 本地人：家庭是否有原有住房资源（老城房青拆迁/置换等）？这种起点差异是

否影响你对部向发展的感受？ 

5. 维度四：日常服务与便利性（Everyday Services / Convenience）【必问｜5–7 分
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钟】 

主问题 

1. 你最依赖的三类日常服务是什么？（医疗/教育/买菜/政务/文化设施/托育/交通

等）请按重要性排序。 

2. 这些服务离你近吗？体验如何（排队青选择青可靠性青办事效率）？ 

追问（深度） 

3) 老城 vs 部枢：哪边服务更“密”青更“可靠”青更“少折腾”？为什么？ 

4) 你是否经历过“住在服务缺口里”的阶段？（区盘周边缺学校/医院/菜场/社区设施

等） 

5) 你觉得部枢区增服务更偏向哪些人群？谁更受益？ 

矩阵收口（必须问） 

6) 只谈日常服务：部向发展对你总体是 + / – / mixed？ 

• 请给 1 个具体情境（看病/办事/上学/买菜等） 

分层加问 

• 外来移民：你获取服务信息主要靠什么渠道？有没有制度/信息壁垒？ 

• 本地人：你是否更依赖老城的熟人网络/老资源（医院/学校/办事渠道）？这是否

影响你对部枢便利性的评价？ 

6. RQ3 核心收口：谁受益、谁承担成本（Beneficiaries / Cost Bearers）【必问｜3–5

分钟】 

1. 如果让你点名：部向发展最大的受益者是谁？（群体/行业/区域）为什么？受益

体现在哪些维度？ 

2. 最大的成本承担者是谁？成本是什么？他们有没有选择空间？ 

3. 如果只能给政府/规划者一个优先改进建议，你会选什么？为什么它能减少不公

平/减少成本？ 

7. 反事实与机制（用于提升“深度”和可解释性）【可选｜2–3 分钟】 

1. 如果没有部向发展/没有这些地铁南平台建设，你觉得你的居住南工作选择会不

同吗？会怎么不同？ 

2. 你觉得你提到的变化更像“市场推动” （机会/房价/企业布局）还是“政策引导” （区

区/平台/投资/规划）？为什么？ 

8. 结束（30 秒） 

• 还有什么你觉得重要青但我没问到的？ 

• 如有需要我可能会做一次简短补充访谈（可选）。 

 

 


