
ISSN 1732–4254 quarterlyISSN 1732–4254 quarterly

journal homepages:
http://www.bulletinofgeography.umk.pl/

http://wydawnictwoumk.pl/czasopisma/index.php/BGSS/index
http://www.degruyter.com/view/j/bog

Bulletin of Geography. Socio–economic Series

© 2014 Nicolaus Copernicus University Press. All rights reserved.

Bulletin of Geography. Socio–economic Series No. 25 (2014): 69–80

Ranking Asia-Pacific cities: Economic performance 
of multinational corporations and the regional urban hierarchy

György Csomós1, CDFMR, Ben Derudder2, CDMR

1University of Debrecen, Department of Civil Engineering, Otemeto u. 2-4. H-4028 Debrecen, Hungary; phone: +3 652 415  155, 
fax: +3 652 418 643, e-mail: csomos@eng.unideb.hu (corresponding author); 2Ghent University, Department of Geography, Krijgs-
laan 281/S8, B9000 Gent, Belgium; e-mail: ben.derudder@ugent.be

How to cite:
Csomós, G. and Derudder, B., 2014: Ranking Asia-Pacific cities: Economic performance of multinational corporations and the re-
gional urban hierarchy. In: Szymańska, D. and Środa-Murawska, S. editors, Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series, No. 25, 
Toruń: Nicolaus Copernicus University Press, pp. 69–80. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/bog-2014-0030

Abstract. Over the past decade the world economy has undergone significant 
changes with an impact not only on national economies but also on the key cit-
ies from which that world economy is largely being controlled. In this study, we 
use Forbes’ ‘Global 2000’ data on the headquarter location and size of the world’s 
leading multinational corporations in order to examine the shifting relative posi-
tion of leading Asia-Pacific cities as command and control centres in this increas-
ingly important part of the world economy. Comparing cities’ positions in 2006 
and 2011, we present that Tokyo, which assumed a leading role in the region for 
decades, has seen a major decline in its command and control function, while 
Beijing now represents almost as much as command and control as the Japanese 
capital. Beijing’s fast growth in command and control is also found for Chinese 
cities, albeit that Beijing clearly dominates the other Chinese cities. In addition, 
we present that shifting patterns of command and control also hinge on the sec-
tors dominating the Forbes 2000 ranking. 
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1.	I ntroduction

Since the 1970s, it has become increasingly popular 
to analyse geographical patterns in the global econo-
my through the metageographical lens of major cit-
ies (e.g. Friedmann, 1986; Beaverstock et al., 1999; 
Taylor, 2004; Sassen, 2006; Taylor et al., 2013). This 
mounting focus on major cities rather than ‘regions’ 
or ‘states’ can be more broadly framed in the vast 
literature dealing with the related upsurge in urban-
ization and economic globalization throughout this 
period. For instance, in her now-classic book The 
Global City, Sassen (1991: 4) retraces a specific part 
of the globalization/urbanization-nexus to the ob-
servation that ‘changes in the functioning of cities 
have had a massive impact upon both internation-
al economic activity and urban form: cities con-
centrate control over vast resources, while finance 
specialized service industries have restricted the ur-
ban social and economic order. Thus a new type of 
city has appeared. It is the global city. Leading ex-
amples now are New York, London, Tokyo, Frank-
furt, and Paris.’ 

Although Sassen’s (1991) book continues to be 
a benchmark study in the research on globalized ur-
banization, this research agenda has a longer histo-
ry. In spite of the fact that the exact starting point 
of this literature can be debated, it is clear that Peter 
Hall’s (1966) The World Cities has been milestone 
in the analysis of the position of cities in the glo-
bal economy. In this book, Hall provided a detailed 
list of the factors that characterize the world’s lead-
ing cities, which at the time of writing were mainly 
located in the ‘Western World’. Hall thereby point-
ed to the degree to which a city was a major cen-
tre of political power, a seat of the most powerful 
national governments, a widely known internation-
al organization, a transportation centre or an inte-
gral part of global commerce. In addition, he also 
considered whether a given city was the site from 
which the global economy was articulated, for in-
stance as reflected in the size of its production and 
the city being an important headquarter location 
for multinational corporations (although these still 
had to take their high flight back in 1966). Hall’s 
research continues to be an important milestone in 
this literature as it clearly posits world cities as the 

scale from which the global economy is organized, 
and which is primarily visible through the concen-
tration of the headquarters of the world’s leading 
multinational corporations. Accordingly, since the 
beginning of the 1970s, a number of papers have 
determined the global significance of a city based on 
the number of headquarters and the relative size of 
multinational companies (see Hymer, 1972; Heenan, 
1977; Cohen, 1981; Friedmann, Wolff, 1982; Fried-
mann, 1986; Glickman, 1987, Alderson, Beckfield, 
2004; Wall, Vander Knaap, 2011. Since then, the size 
and role of multinational corporations has grown 
exponentially, and the urban geography of the head-
quarter location of these firms is in constant flux. 

However, the introduction of Sassen’s (1991) no-
tion of a global city was extremely important. Since 
then, world cities have been investigated in a differ-
ent manner, with advanced producer services at the 
forefront of attention. For example, Taylor (2004: 
24–25) indicates that ‘Sassen’s purpose is nothing 
less than to seek to displace the focus of attention 
from the familiar issues of the power of large cor-
porations. Global cities are more than “command 
centres”, they are the first “global service centres” 
in urban history. Thus, the global city approach as-
serts that command and control is nothing more 
than a decreasingly important component of those 
factors that determine global cities. Since Sassen’s 
book was first published the Asia-Pacific economy 
has been affected by numerous economic and fi-
nancial crises, including the financial crises of 1997-
1998 (Haggard, 2000) and 2007-2008 (Kawai et al., 
2012). These crises along with some natural disas-
ters, such as the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disas-
ter, had a negative impact on the growth of Japan, 
which had long been the leading economy in the re-
gion. As a result of these processes, and thanks to 
the massive growth of the Chinese economy, Chi-
na has become the most significant regional econ-
omy, surpassing the decreasing Japan. And yet, it 
seems that the global city position of Tokyo (with 
New York and London on the top) remains stable. 
By contrast, from 2006 Beijing has presented the 
world’s greatest growth regarding the command and 
control functions, since it hosts the largest state-
owned corporations in China. Thus, the fluctuation 
of command and control functions in cities shows 
quite clearly the current economic processes of re-
structuring.
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The primary purpose of this paper is to gauge 
and map these changes for the Asia-Pacific region. 
More specifically, we assess the shifting command 
and control position of Asia-Pacific’s cities in the 
period 2006-2011. To this end, we use data on the 
size, performance and headquarter location of ma-
jor multinational corporations (MNCs), one of the 
most popular empirical approaches in this litera-
ture (e.g. Short et al., 1996; Godfrey, Zhou, 1999; 
Alderson, Beckfield, 2004; Taylor, Csomós, 2012). 
The underlying assumption of this approach is, of 
course, that the overall size and performance of ma-
jor MNCs headquartered in a city reflect the level of 
resources that are being managed from it. As a cor-
ollary, a comparative analysis in space and time of 
the level of resources controlled from cities can in-
form us on how these are faring in the global city 
system.

The remainder of this paper is organized as fol-
lows. We begin with a brief discussion of the dif-
ferent empirical approaches used in this literature, 
and the position of Asia-Pacific cities in key writ-
ings on global cities. We then introduce our data-
set, explain how the data are transformed to devise 
a measure of cities’ command and control position, 
and explore some of the major changes that have 
occurred in the period 2006-2011. We specifically 
examine how the command and control function of 
Tokyo and Beijing changed over time, and explore 
the processes behind this. We conclude with a dis-
cussion and an overview of some possible avenues 
for further research.

2.	A sia-Pacific cities 
in the global cities literature

The first studies identifying the strategic position of 
cities in the global economy paid little attention to 
the Asia-Pacific region. For instance, in The World 
Cities Hall (1966) was firmly concerned with Eu-
rope, as it only focused on Tokyo alongside New 
York and the European metropolises of London, 
Paris, Randstad, Rhine-Ruhr, and Moscow. Howev-
er, the rising involvement and power of Asia-Pacific 
in the global economy ultimately led to the consid-
eration of other cities in the region. In a highly cit-
ed paper entitled The World City Hypothesis, for 
instance, Friedmann (1986) included both Sydney 

and Singapore as secondary cities in addition to To-
kyo. Meanwhile, in the first edition of The Global 
City, Sassen (1991: 174) anticipated the rising role 
of Chinese cities in general and Hong Kong in par-
ticular by pointing out that Hong Kong has long 
been ‘a key intersection of different worlds, forever 
a strategic exchange node for firms from China to 
the rest of the world and from the rest of the world 
to China, as well as among all the overseas Chinese 
communities.’

However, it was not until the late 1990s, when 
systematic, large-scale empirical analyses of cities’ 
position in the global urban system became more 
popular, that the (increasingly) important position 
of Asia-Pacific cities became firmly acknowledged. 
Drawing on an analysis of the location strategies of 
globalized business services firms – key agents in 
the production of cities’ capability for global con-
trol – Beaverstock et al. (1999) identified Tokyo, 
Hong Kong and Singapore as being part of a select 
group of 10 ‘Alpha’ global cities. About a decade lat-
er, drawing on similar data, Derudder et al. (2010) 
identified 5 Asia-Pacific cities as part of the top 10, 
with Shanghai and Sydney joining Tokyo, Hong 
Kong and Singapore. In addition, other Asia-Pacific 
cities now also feature quite high in recent rankings, 
notably Beijing, Kuala Lumpur, Seoul, Mumbai, Ja-
karta, Taipei, Melbourne, New Delhi and Bangkok. 

Other longitudinal analyses of the global urban 
system drawing on different data sources equal-
ly point to a shift towards Asia-Pacific: Smith and 
Timberlake (2001), Taylor et al., 2007, and Mahut-
ga et al. (2010), for instance, illustrate this through 
an examination of changing connectivity patterns 
in air passenger networks; Alderson et al. (2010) 
based an assessment of the shifting position of cities 
in the corporate networks of Fortune 500 compa-
nies; and Derudder et al. (2011) based on an anal-
ysis of the impact of the global financial crisis on 
cities in their role as international banking centres. 
Such empirical assessments have been accompanied 
by qualitative appraisals of the prospect of global 
city formation in this region, such as in Toh and Ng 
(2002), Yulong and Hamnett (2002), Ng and Hills 
(2003), Sim et al. (2003), Olds and Yeung (2004), 
Tonts and Taylor, 2010, and Lai (2012) (1).

Against this backdrop, this paper provides an 
update of how Asia-Pacific cities have fared as 
command and control centres in the wake of the 



György Csomós, Ben Derudder / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series 25 (2014): 69–8072

series of financial and economic crises that start-
ed unfolding in late 2006. As indicated in the in-
troduction, we hereby draw on what is perhaps the 
most straightforward proxy indicator of command 
and control: the level of resources ‘controlled’ from 
a city as evidenced by the size and performance of 
MNCs headquartered in that city. Our analysis is 
based on data contained in the well-known ‘Forbes 
Global 2000’ rankings. These yearly rankings list the 
world’s 2000 largest companies, and thereby give in-
formation on four parameters of the firms involved: 
revenue, assets, profit and market value. Such an 
analysis has been presented in the thoughtful work 
of Lee et al. (2012), in which the authors also iden-
tify command and control centres on the basis of 
the headquarters locations of MNCs as indicated 
in the Fortune Global 500 Ranking. Here we re-
fine their approach by constructing a subtler index 
that considers the dynamic financial performance 
of corporations.

Table 1 summarizes some key information of 
the aggregated size and performance of corpora-
tions included in the Forbes 2000 list for 2006 and 
2011, including a preliminary geographical differen-
tiation for the Asia-Pacific region. The table shows 

that, in general, the revenue, assets, profits and mar-
ket values of the world’s 2000 leading companies 
have increased between 2006 and 2011. However, it 
is difficult to interpret this overall trend as it may 
have different causes, ranging from an improved 
firm performance to increased corporate concentra-
tion due to mergers and acquisitions. However, the 
data are interpretable in a comparative context. And 
from this perspective, it is clear that the relative 
importance of firms headquartered in Asia-Pacific 
has risen much faster than elsewhere in the world 
(see also Taylor, Csomós, 2012; Csomós, Derudder, 
2013). For instance, while the assets and market val-
ues of the world’s leading 2000 companies have on 
average risen by 56.1% and 19.2% respectively, for 
firms headquartered in Asia-Pacific these figures are 
104.9% and 64.8% respectively. However, this huge 
growth in Asia-Pacific hides major differences: for 
the Forbes 2000 firms headquartered in Japan for 
instance, there has on average been a more mod-
est growth in assets (+32,4%) in the face of a de-
cline in market value (-17,9%), while the aggregated 
values for firms headquartered in China have seen 
growth of 567.5% in assets and 280.5% in market 
value respectively. 

Table 1. Forbes 2000 indicators for Asia-Pacific in 2006 and 2011

Number of HQs Revenues
(billion USD)

Assets
(billion USD)

Profits
(billion USD)

Market values 
(billion USD)

2006 2011 2006 2011 2006 2011 2006 2011 2006 2011
Australia 36 41 286 489 1,425 3,181 34 55 538 957
China 64 166 393 2,044 1,695 11,314 67 249 1,008 3,835
India 33 57 162 466 503 1,681 18 50 291 817
Indonesia 7 11 16 33 76 165 3 7 33 114
Japan 320 260 3,417 4,036 11,183 14,806 122 89 3,249 2,666
Malaysia 14 19 31 80 213 493 5 11 76 217
New Zealand 1 0 3 0 5 0 1 0 7 0
Philippines 1 4 2 18 5 38 1 2 6 31
Singapore 14 20 66 148 355 769 8 18 123 243
South Korea 50 61 559 961 1,283 2,319 39 46 429 635
Taiwan 41 40 175 385 775 1,138 23 24 304 439
Thailand 13 17 45 138 185 378 6 11 62 141
Asia-Pacific 594 696 5,155 8,798 17,703 36,282 327 562 6,126 10,095
Rest of the World 1,406 1,304 18,976 23,548 70,788 101,856 1,385 1,799 24,905 26,898
WORLD 2,000 2,000 24,131 32,346 88,491 138,138 1,712 2,361 31,031 36,993

Source: Forbes ‘The Global 2000’ (2006/2011)
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3.	C ommand and control centres 
in the Asia-Pacific region

To examine the shifting position of individual cit-
ies in the Forbes 2000 data in greater detail, we 
look at the data summarized in Table 1 through 
the prism of metropolitan areas, thereby combining 
information on revenue, assets, profits and market 
values into a single measure. First, we define our 
units of analysis as metropolitan areas as demar-
cated by the respective national statistical offices. 
For instance, in our framework ‘Tokyo’ corresponds 
with the so-called ‘Tokyo Urban Employment Area’, 
which includes the cities of Chiba, Kawasaki and 
Yokohama. Second, rather than merely counting 
the number of Forbes 2000 headquarters in met-
ropolitan areas we combine information on the 
key indicators of firm size and performance. Ac-
cording to Sassen (2006: 107), a number of varia-

bles determine which headquarters concentrate in 
major international financial and business centres. 
First, how we measure or simply count headquar-
ters makes a difference. Frequently, the key measure 
is the size of the firm in terms of employment and 
overall revenue. The number of those employed is 
irrelevant from the perspective of command and 
control. Turnover by itself is not indicative of any-
thing either: a commercial company may have a big 
turnover and a  low market value, while a pharma-
ceutical company may be very valuable despite hav-
ing a smaller turnover. Also, the assets of a bank, 
whose balance is negative in a given year, may ex-
ceed the assets of any producing company. Since 
Forbes 2000 uses four crucial financial parameters 
of companies — on which its ranking is based —, 
we combined these four parameters into a single 
measurement. The level of command and control 
CACx,y of a given city x in a given year y is hereby 
calculated as follows:

, , , , , , , ,
,

1 4

n
f x y f x y f x y f x y

x y
f

R A P MW
CAC

=

+ + +
= ∑

Where:
Rf,x,y	 =	 the proportion of revenues in the total dataset;
Af,x,y	 =	 the proportion of assets in the total dataset;
Pf,x,y	 =	 the proportion of profit in the total dataset;
MVf,x,y	 =	 the proportion of market value in the total dataset;
f	 =	 firm;
n	 =	 total number of firms headquartered in city x in year y.

The methodology (also used by Csomós, 2013) 
that we use here has two important advantages: 
On the one hand, the number of companies that 
Forbes took into account is stable (2000) and thus 
the calculations can be compared. On the oth-
er hand, since CAC is an index without a unit of 
measurement, inflation can be disregarded. These 
in turn allow us to compare reliable data from 
2006 and 2011 (or any other year). The Forbes 
Global 2000 classifies corporations into 80 indus-
try categories on the basis of their activity profiles. 
In the analysis, we have reclassified the corpora-
tions operating in these industries into the basic 
sectors (Consumer Discretionary, Consumer Sta-

ples, Energy, Financials, Health Care, Industrials, 
Information Technology, Materials, Telecommuni-
cation Services, and Utilities) of the Global Indus-
try Classification Standard (GICS) developed and 
used by MSCI (http://www.msci.com/products/in-
dexes/sector/gics/gics_structure.html) and Stand-
ard & Poor’s.

Table 2 present the 20 most important cities in 
Asia-Pacific in terms of their level of CAC in both 
2006 and 2011. Table 3 ranks the 20 cities that have 
gained and lost most CAC in absolute terms in this 
period. Readers are referred to the tables for an 
overview of the various changes; here we provide a 
brief overview of the key shifts. 
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Table 2. Top 20 cities by CAC in 2006 and 2011

Rank City Country CAC 2006 Rank City Country CAC 2011

1 Tokyo Japan 37.71 1 Tokyo Japan 23.15
2 Seoul South Korea 8.43 2 Beijing China 18.68
3 Beijing China 6.45 3 Hong Kong Hong Kong/China 8.11
4 Osaka Japan 5.90 4 Seoul South Korea 7.16
5 Hong Kong Hong Kong/China 5.66 5 Melbourne Australia 3.88
6 Melbourne Australia 4.06 6 Sydney Australia 3.57
7 Sydney Australia 3.55 7 Mumbai India 3.28
8 Taipei City Taiwan 3.21 8 Osaka Japan 2.70
9 Toyota Japan 2.71 9 Taipei City Taiwan 2.55

10 Singapore Singapore 1.94 10 Shanghai China 2.49
11 Mumbai India 1.88 11 Singapore Singapore 2.36
12 Nagoya Japan 1.33 12 Shenzhen China 1.77
13 Bangkok Thailand 1.18 13 Delhi India 1.60
14 Delhi India 1.15 14 Kuala Lumpur Malaysia 1.56
15 Kuala Lumpur Malaysia 1.15 15 Bangkok Thailand 1.50
16 Kyoto Japan 1.02 16 Toyota Japan 1.24
17 Hsinchu City Taiwan 0.92 17 Nagoya Japan 0.78
18 Kariya Japan 0.73 18 Kyoto Japan 0.67
19 Shanghai China 0.63 19 Perth Australia 0.63
20 Fukuoka Japan 0.54 20 Hsinchu City Taiwan 0.62

Source: Forbes ‘The Global 2000’ (2006/2011)

Table 3. 20 cities with largest positive and negative CAC change between 2006 and 2011

Rank City Country Positive 
CAC 11-06 Rank City Country Negative 

CAC 11-06

1 Beijing China 12.23 1 Tokyo Japan -14.56
2 Hong Kong Hong Kong/China 2.46 2 Osaka Japan -3.20
3 Shanghai China 1.85 3 Toyota Japan -1.47
4 Mumbai India 1.40 4 Seoul South Korea -1.27
5 Shenzhen China 1.33 5 Taipei Taiwan -0.66
6 Delhi India 0.45 6 Nagoya Japan -0.54
7 Singapore Singapore 0.42 7 Kyoto Japan -0.35
8 Kuala Lumpur Malaysia 0.41 8 Hsinchu City Taiwan -0.30
9 Perth Australia 0.35 9 Kariya Japan -0.28

10 Guangzhou China 0.33 10 Hiroshima Japan -0.27
11 Kolkata India 0.32 11 Fukuoka Japan -0.22
12 Bangkok Thailand 0.32 12 Hamamatsu Japan -0.19
13 Changsha China 0.16 13 Melbourne Australia -0.19
14 Manila Philippines 0.16 14 Pohang South Korea -0.18
15 Ulsan South Korea 0.14 15 Nagano Japan -0.16
16 Jakarta Indonesia 0.14 16 Sendai Japan -0.11
17 Hyderabad India 0.13 17 Mailiao Taiwan -0.11
18 Taoyuan City Taiwan 0.13 18 Wellington New Zealand -0.10
19 Kobe Japan 0.13 19 Okayama Japan -0.10
20 Foshan China 0.12 20 Toyama Japan -0.10

Source: Forbes ‘The Global 2000’ (2006/2011)
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As Table 2 shows Tokyo remains Asia-Pacif-
ic’s leading CAC centre between 2006 and 2011, 
although it loses much of its stature (i.e. a 40% 
drop). It is clear that this spectacular decline is a 
more general feature of Japanese cities: the aggre-
gated level of CAC of Tokyo, Osaka, Toyota, Nagoya 
and Kyoto has halved over this period (Fig. 1). The 
opposite trend can be observed for Chinese cities: 
Beijing’s CAC rises with about 300% to a level close 
to that of Tokyo. Meanwhile, other Chinese cities 
equally fare well, with Hong Kong, Shanghai, Shen-
zhen, Guangzhou, Changsa and Foshan also fea-
turing amongst the cities with the largest gains in 
CAC. However, although we are clearly witnessing 
a quasi-general rise of Chinese cities in their lev-
el of CAC, it is also clear that this growth is firmly 
focused on a limited set of cities, with especial-
ly Beijing, Shanghai, Hong Kong, Guangzhou and 
Shenzhen emerging as ‘the big 5’ (with particularly 
the first three cities dominating) (see also Zhao et 
al., 2004; Zhao et al., 2005). 

Seoul also loses some of its CAC, albeit that this 
decline is far less dramatic than for of Japanese cit-
ies. Nonetheless, because of the quick rise of Chi-
nese cities, Seoul declines from second to fourth 
position in the Asia-Pacific region. Taiwanese cit-
ies also lose out, with Taipei, Hsinchu and Mailiao 
featuring amongst the 20 Asia-Pacific cities showing 
the largest decline in CAC. Meanwhile, Indian cities 
generally post increases in CAC, albeit less marked 
than is the case for Chinese cities. And finally, Aus-
tralian cities remain more or less stable, albeit that 
– driven by the resource bubble – Perth displays in-
creased levels of CAC. 

4.	 Discussion

Figure 1 suggests that, against the backdrop of the 
overall rising importance of cities the Asia-Pacific 
region, there is a major shift in command and con-

Fig. 1. Geographical location of cities with the largest positive and negative 
CAC change

Source: Forbes ‘The Global 2000’ (2006/2011)
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trol from Japanese cities to Chinese cities, partic-
ularly epitomized by the decline of Tokyo and the 
upsurge of Beijing. Although the rapid rise of Chi-
nese cities may not be a big surprise given recent 
readings of a West-to-East shift in the global econ-
omy (Logan, 2002; Yulong, Hamnett, 2002; Zhao et 
al., 2003; Lin, 2004; Derudder et al., 2011; Li et al., 
2012), it is worth emphasizing that China’s growth 
in CAC is not merely a matter of ‘catching up’ with 
the likes of Tokyo, Osaka, Seoul and Taipei – the 
latter lose out, so that we are also observing siz-
able intra-regional dynamics in the general con-
text of Asia-Pacific’s mounting importance. This 
intra-regional dynamism makes the Asia-Pacific as 
a whole one of the most dynamic regions for this 
kind of analyses and related research agendas: nei-
ther in North America nor in Europe – where the 
longstanding dominance of New York or London 
is not really challenged – do we observe a degree 
of change and dynamism that comes anyway close 
to that of the Asia-Pacific region (Taylor, Csomós, 
2012; Csomós, Derudder, 2013). Although it can 
be expected that Beijing will soon overtake Tokyo 
as leading command and control centre in Asia-
Pacific when focusing on this particular measure-
ment methodology, these result need to be put in 
perspective for a number of reasons, the two most 
important ones being (a) the differential growth tra-
jectories of specific economic sectors and (b) the 
impact of the state on the command and control 
patterns of Chinese cities. 

First, a closer look at the structure of the various 
industry sectors of the cities shows that the over-
all picture turns out to be much more complex. 
Amongst the Asia-Pacific cities examined here, To-
kyo has the most ‘balanced’ structure across sec-
tors – there is at least one headquarter across all 10 
GICS sectors; New York, London and Paris are the 
three only other cities that have headquarters across 
all sectors. The MNCs headquartered in Beijing are 
associated with only eight sectors, with the Con-
sumer Staples and the Health Care sectors missing. 
Table 4 shows that between 2006 and 2011 the CAC 
of all the sectors of Tokyo decreased, with the finan-
cial and industrial sectors, which were most affected 
by the economic crisis, suffering the most signifi-
cant losses. On the other hand, in Beijing, it is only 
the Telecommunication services sector that showed 
a small decrease, while the other sectors exhibited 

growth. In the period examined here, the financial 
sector showed the fastest expansion: the growth rate 
in 2006–2011 (+9.19%) was larger than the absolute 
CAC of the Financials sector in Tokyo in 2011. As 
a consequence, the financials sector’s contribution 
to the combined CAC of the Chinese capital now 
almost stands at 50%, while in the case of Tokyo 
this rate is only 35%. In addition, in the case of Be-
ijing the CAC of the second-ranking energy sector 
is only one-third of the financial sector’s CAC, with 
the former sector’s growth dynamics being smaller, 
and in the other sectors these are virtually negligi-
ble (see Table 4). In a 2011 article in the New York 
Times, Paul Krugman, suggested that today China 
is going through what Japan went through in the 
late 1980s, and the United States in the mid-2000s, 
since one of the main sources of its GDP growth is 
the overheated investment boom in the real estate 
sector (real estate investment has roughly doubled 
as a share of Chinese the GDP since 2000). Such 
a  real estate bubble may easily lead to an econom-
ic crisis that above all shows in the financial sec-
tor, as clearly exemplified by Japan’s ‘lost decade’ or 
the financial crisis that started in the United States 
in 2007 and which forced the global economy into 
crisis. Such a financial crisis would cause serious 
damage to the Chinese banking system, and – giv-
en the dominance of finance in Beijing’s command 
and control stature - to Beijing’s position. 

Second, as our measure puts a lot of emphasis 
on a specific kind of prowess, i.e. the command and 
control exercised from large MNCs, it tends to ‘fa-
vour’ Beijing over other Chinese cities (see Zhao et 
al., 2005). Given the prominent influence of the Chi-
nese state and the associated need to go through 
a lot of government channels, Beijing’s position is 
probably exaggerated. Although other studies have 
equally pointed to the very uneven involvement of 
Chinese cities in the global city system with Beijing, 
Shanghai and Hong Kong assuming the major posi-
tions (Gu, Tang, 2002; Zhao et al., 2003; Derudder et 
al., 2010; Chu, 2008; Zhao, 2010; Wang et al., 2011.; 
Lee et al., 2012; Zhao et al., 2012), the dominance 
of Beijing is nowhere near the levels suggested here. 
Indeed, our empirical perspective probably favours 
Beijing given the division of labour between Beijing, 
Shanghai and Hong Kong in the Chinese space-
economy (see Lai, 2012), whereby ‘major’ companies 
will often be headquartered in Beijing given their li-
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aisons with myriad government channels (Zhao et 
al., 2004); thus although a focus on globalized busi-
ness services firms as in Beaverstock et al. (1999) 
and Derudder et al. (2010) or on airline connectivi-

ty as in Matsumoto (2007) and Ma and Timberlake 
(2012) would probably suggests similar patterns, 
there would likely be a more balanced distribution 
between Shanghai, Beijing and Hong Kong.

Table 4. Changes of Tokyo’s and Beijing’s combined CAC in different GISC sectors, 2006–2011

GICS Sectors CAC, 
Tokyo 2006

CAC, 
Tokyo 2011

Change 
of CAC, 
Tokyo

CAC, 
Beijing 2006

CAC, 
Beijing 2011

Change 
of CAC, 
Beijing

Consumer Discretionary 4.24 2.25 - 1.98 0.00 0.05 + 0.05
Consumer Staples 2.10 1.36 - 0.73 0.00 0.00 + 0.00
Energy 1.03 0.91 - 0.12 2.97 4.41 + 1.44
Financials 12.88 8.07 - 4.81 2.14 11.33 + 9.19
Health Care 0.79 0.70 - 0.09 0.00 0.00 + 0.00
Industrials 8.25 4.80 - 3.44 0.19 1.19 + 1.00
Information Technology 2.61 1.77 - 0.84 0.00 0.17 + 0.17
Materials 2.95 1.27 - 1.68 0.37 0.82 + 0.45
Telecommunications Services 1.87 1.43 - 0.45 0.54 0.36 - 0.19
Utilities 1.00 0.58 - 0.42 0.23 0.37 + 0.14

Source: Forbes ‘The Global 2000’ (2006/2011)

The implications of Lai’s (2012) thoughtful work 
on the possible impact of the diverse functions of 
Chinese cities on our results leads us to a concluding 
overview of some avenues for further research. First, 
it is clear that the remit of our analysis needs to be 
extended through qualitative research (e.g. Lai, 2012) 
and/or other types of quantitative research (e.g. Li et 
al., 2012). For instance, Alvstam et al. (2009: 206) 
observe that Chinese companies have recently start-
ed to become more active in the global economy in 
terms of buying foreign competitors and/or poten-
tial technology partners, and this process contrib-
utes to our observation of the regional and global 
strengthening of the CAC position of Chinese cit-
ies to the detriment of Japanese cities (2). In addi-
tion, according to The Wall Street Journal (2011) 
this growing involvement of Chinese MNCs in FDI 
processes has been accelerating in parallel with the 
financial/economic crises in the European Union, as 
this has made European companies more likely tar-
gets for potential acquisition moves. The recent rise 
in market value and assets of Chinese firms, then, is 
related to their increased involvement in FDI, and 
incorporating and making sense of these evolutions 
is an obvious extension of the results presented here.

Second, it is clear that when the globalization/ 
/urbanization-nexus is narrowed down to the spe-

cific area of ‘command and control’ we may lose 
sight of myriad other processes. Wu and Ma (2006: 
192), for instance, have argued that when the at-
tention is shifted towards the ‘frontier of globali-
zation’ where many cities in developing countries 
or newly industrializing economies are competing 
for global city status, indicators such as MNC head-
quarters become less important. Rather, what mat-
ters is the essence and scale of cities’ transformation 
rather than their status per se, and much more work 
needs to be done in this regard. 

Third, it is also possible to extend and refine 
our specific approach, for instance by incorporat-
ing a number of interacting dynamics. For instance, 
a preliminary analysis of our dataset suggests that the 
rise of Beijing and Perth is above all confined to their 
role in specific sectors, i.e. financials and mining re-
spectively. The changes in global CAC described 
here, then, do not only reflect the shifting position 
of both cities, but also the rising financialization of 
the economy and the asset bubble in China on the 
one hand and the mining boom on the other hand. 
Adding a sectorial element to this kind of analysis 
would thus lend more analytical weight to the results.

And fourth and finally, it might be suggested 
that the general divide between Japan/Taiwan on 
the one hand and China/India on the other hand 
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casts some doubt over the viability of the global cit-
ies approach: if changes can be reasonably described 
by the level of CAC exercised from countries, then 
the added value of a city-centred approach can be 
questioned (see also Alderson et al., 2010). In this 
light, the concrete actions of states in the formation 
of global cities are an obvious area for further re-
search (see Therborn, 2011) (3). 

Notes

(1)	 More recently, there have been analyses of the 
global urban geographies produced by other and 
sometimes very different actors, including non-
governmental organizations (Toly et al., 2012), 
scientific collaborations (Matthiessen et al., 2006), 
media corporations (Hoyler, Watson, 2013), and 
architecture firms (Knox, Taylor, 2006).

(2)	 The most spectacular examples are the acqui-
sition of IBM’s personal computer business 
(ThinkPad) line in 2005 by Lenovo Group and 
the takeover of Volvo Cars in 2010 by Zhejiang 
Geely Holding Group.

(3)	 That said, adopting the metageographical lens 
of cities may make sense, as patterns are ob-
viously very uneven within countries. China 
is a case in point here: in line with the find-
ings of Derudder et al. (2010), it is clear that al-
though all Chinese cities are gaining in global 
prominence, the rise of a limited set of key cit-
ies stands out. Beijing dominates other Chinese 
cities in terms of globalized CAC, followed by 
Shanghai, Hong Kong, Guangzhou and Shen-
zhen: in 2011, these 5 cities contained 87.55% 
of China’s CAC in the global economy, which 
implies a very skewed distribution towards 
a very limited set of cities.
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