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Abstract
Assembling a comprehensive micro-level dataset of China’s 
ownership in 154,699 firms across 159 countries between 
2012 and 2021, we evaluate the scale, patterns, and 
motivations behind China’s overseas investments and 
assess their real impact on target firms and the spillover 
effects on non-Chinese-owned peer firms in the same 
country and industry. Our findings show that China's global 
ownership has grown at an annual rate of 22%, reaching a 
1.72% global share by 2021. China tends to target firms 
with strong innovation, abundant natural resources, 
and those integrated into its supply chains. After 
acquisition, target firms tend to expand in firm size by 
10.4% and increase R&D investments by 4.9% on 
average compared to non-target peer firms. However, 
these investments fail to result in higher patent output 
and instead lead to declines in operational efficiency 
and profitability, highlighting a disconnect in the 
innovation process and inefficient investment under 
Chinese ownership. This impact is especially pronounced 
when Chinese shareholders are affiliated with the 
government or state-owned enterprises. Notably, these 
findings stand in stark contrast to the outcomes of 
acquisitions by other economies such as the United States, 
Japan, and India. 
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How China Firms Select Their Targets?

The Real Impact on Target Firms

Spillover
• China has experienced remarkable economic growth, 

solidifying its position as a global economic powerhouse
• The world’s second-largest economy since 2010
• The world’s largest exporter of goods since 2009

• Alongside China's economic rise, there has been 
growing anxiety and scrutiny in the Western world about 
China’s new role in the global economy, giving rise to 
the so-called "China threat" narrative
• whereby Chinese ownership would displace 

domestic activity and employment, including by 
acquiring Western technology

Contribution

• Use microdata at the firm level to identify and track 
Chinese corporate ownership

• Distinguish the impact between SOEs and private 
shareholders

• Examine the spillover impact on non-Chinese-owned 
firms in the same country and industry

• The motivation to invest abroad is not fully oriented 
toward profit maximization but rather by strategic 
reasons such as seeking natural resources or 
gaining technology transfer

• Orbis Ownership data, financial data, patent data (BvD)
• Original data: 400 million public and private firms in 

212 economies
• Use the annually updated data to construct a panel 

data that does not have the survivorship bias.
• Filtering: “Very Large Company” category with 

valid balance sheet information, 1% of all firms but 
80%~90% of total assets in the Orbis universe
• Final sample: 1,046,966 firm-year observations

between 2012 and 2022 for 154,652 firms located 
in 159 countries

• Global supply-chain data from FactSet Revere 

• China has the most rapid growth in outbound 
investment in the world

• The top five industries targeted by China's outward 
investment are financial services, manufacturing, 
information and communication, real estate, and 
scientific and technical activities 

• Europe accounts for approximately 24.23% of China's 
overseas investment as of 2021. Asia, excluding China, 
Hong Kong, and Macau, accounts for 6.92%, and 
Northern America for 5.19% of total Chinese overseas 
investment. 

• Z includes measures for innovation (R&D), number of
employees, supply chain reliance (intermediate inputs; 
intermediate outputs), natural resources (country-level 
natural resources rents; indicators for natural resource-
intense sectors) at the country-sector level

• Controls: aggregated total assets, tangible fixed assets, 
and debt across all firms; indicators for missing R&D

• Strategic investment in R&D-intense firms, supply-
chain networks, and natural resources
• In particular, for SOE’s investment

• Y is the firm’s logarithm of R&D expenses, number of
patents granted, fixed assets, employment, or the firm’s
ROA, TFP, supply-chain relationship with Chinese
companies, etc.

• Results are robust under different sets of fixed assets:
• Firm, Year
• Firm, Industry*Year
• Firm, Country*Year
• Firm, Industry*Year, Country*Year

• Use Factset Revere to identify supply chain
relationships (customers and suppliers)

• Log 𝑅&𝐷 !,#: R&D expenses for firms that never have 
Chinese shareholders.

• %CN_Owned_Assets: the sum of firm-level assets 
owned by China scaled by the sum of firm-level total 
assets for all firms in country c, industry j, and year t

Is China Unique?
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Private Firms vs. SOEs

• In contrast to the US, JP, and IN, only China ownership 
• boosts target firms’ R&D expenses

• reduces target firms’ # of granted patents (inefficiency)


