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My dad taught me, “What you see is what you get – except in pre-packaged 
strawberries.”  

— H. Jackson Brown, Jr.  

 

 

Chart 1. How big is China’s housing boom? 
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Source: CEIC, Haver, UBS estimates 
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What it means 

.... but we had a request to calculate these numbers, and we thought we would share the rough results with you.  

The question was simple: How much physical residential housing does China build every year on a per capita 
basis – and how does that compare to the US and other developed economies?  

We took a brief look around, got a few numbers and ended up with the picture in the chart above (we discuss 
the sources of the data further below).  

The results were a bit different than we expected: China only built around 0.6 sqm of housing per capita on 
average over the past decade – compared to a likely figure of around 1.5 sqm per capita in the US and Spain 
and 1.0 sqm in post-bubble Japan. And even today China’s housing effort is less than it was in these developed 
economies in the pre-crisis era.  

Now, as we said, this chart probably doesn’t mean anything. If you take the estimated total value of annual 
residential housing construction as a share of overall GDP over the same period, for example, you end up with 
numbers like 4% in the US and closer to 6.5% in China (and for 2010 the figures would have been 2% and 9% 
respectively).  

Needless to say the arguments spiral onwards from there, of course, as to the nature, quality and financing of 
that housing; China economics head Tao Wang has written in detail about the mainland housing boom – most 
recently in Ten Big Questions on China’s Property (Asian Economic Perspectives, 13 May 2010) – and we 
would refer the interested reader to her work for further reference. But we thought it was an interesting chart. 

Data notes  

For China, we take the average of total residential floor space completed and total residential building area 
completed, reported by the Construction Ministry and the National Bureau of Statistics directly in sqm terms.  

For the US, we use data on new private housing completions reported by the Department of Commerce. These 
data are in units rather than sqf or sqm, so as an ad-hoc rule of thumb we used 150 sqm per unit for single and 
double housing units, and 120 sqm for multi-units. 

For Spain, we use data on new housing completions reported by the Ministry of Public Works. These data are 
also in units, and as a rule of thumb we used 120 sqm per unit. 

For Japan the figures are for housing starts rather than completions, and are reported by the Ministry of Land 
directly in sqm terms.  

 

For further information, Tao can be reached at tao.wang@ubs.com.  
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