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III. MAKING THE MOST OF REGIONAL 
ASSETS

15. Regional disparities in GDP per capita

16. Regional disparities in labour productivity

17. Regional disparities in specialisation

18. Regional disparities in unemployment rates

19. Regional disparities in participation rates

International disparities in economic performance across countries are often smaller
than those among regions within the same country. In almost one-third of OECD countries,
the highest regional GDP per capita was more than four times larger than the lowest
regional GDP per capita in the same country in 2005. Regional inequalities persist over
time, for even while disparities between countries have been diminishing in recent years
those within countries have not declined. Moreover, the gap between GDP per capita in
rural regions and in urban ones did not narrow over the past ten years. Most of these
differences are explained by productivity differentials among regions. Improving regional
living conditions through gains in labour productivity requires a better use of regional
assets. Among these assets to be mobilised, human capital and innovation related
activities have been analysed in Part I. In this part industry specialisation and the supply
and utilisation of the labour force including women and young people are identified as
factors to increase regional competitiveness.
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15. REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN GDP PER CAPITA

GDP per capita varies greatly among OECD countries.
In 2005 the GDP per capita in Luxemburg was more
than six times higher than the one in Mexico
(Figure 15.1).

Regional differences in GDP per capita within coun-
tries are often substantial. For example regional GDP
per capita in Inner London-West (United Kingdom)
is more than four times higher than the country
average, while the one in the Isle of Anglesey is half
the country average. Similar large differences are
found in the United States, Turkey and Poland. Only in
Australia, the Netherlands, Sweden and New Zealand
the GDP per capita of the richest region is less than the
double of the GDP per capita of the poorest region
(Figure 15.2).

While the range shows the difference between the
regions with highest and the lowest GDP per capita,
the Gini index measures the regional disparities
among all regions within a country. According to
this index Turkey, Mexico and the Slovak Republic
displayed the greatest disparity in GDP per capita
(Figure 15.3).

Part of these observed differences in GDP per capita
within a country are due to commuting which tends
to increase GDP per capita in those urban regions
where people are employed and decrease the GDP per
capita of those regions where commuters reside.
Nevertheless, these results confirm the trend toward
concentration of economic activity and growth
around few poles resulting in increasing disparities,
as also shown by regional disparities in GDP per
worker (Chapter 16).

During the past ten years regional disparities, as
measured by the Gini index, have increased in 16 out
of 27 countries and significantly above (more than
2.5 times) the OECD average in Hungary, Korea, the
Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic, and Ireland.
These countries also rank among the highest in GDP
per capita growth from 1995 to 2005, suggesting that
the change in regional disparities of GDP per capita
within a country is often correlated with the change
in GDP per capita at the national level (i.e. with the
economic cycle).

A comparison between regional disparities and people
living in regions with low GDP per capita (under the
median GDP per capita), gives a measure of the differ-
ent economic implications of disparities within a
country. In 2005, more than 40% of the total OECD
population lived in a region with low GDP per capita;
this proportion varied from 26% in Greece to over
60% in Australia (Figure 15.4).

Source

OECD Regional Database, http://dotstat/wbos/, theme:
Regional Statistics.

See Annex B for data sources and country related
metadata.

OECD deflator and purchasing power parities, http://
dotstat/wbos/, Reference series.

OECD National GDP per capita, http://dotstat/wbos/,
theme National accounts.

Reference years and territorial level

1995-2005; TL3

Australia, Canada, Mexico and the United States
only TL2.

Regional GDP is not available for Iceland and
Switzerland.

Figure notes

Figure 15.1: USD constant 2000 (PPP). Own calculations from OECD
National Accounts.

Figure 15.2: As a percentage of national GDP per capita.

Figures 15.2 to 15.4: Part of the variation in regional GDP per
capita is due to commuting. Available data: Italy 2000-05,
Mexico 1995-2004, New Zealand 2000-03, Poland 2000-05,
Turkey 1995-2001 and the United States 1997-2005.

Figure 15.4: Regions with low GDP per capita refer to those regions
with GDP per capita below the national median value.

Definition

Gross domestic product (GDP) is the standard
measure of the value of the production activity
(goods and services) of resident producer units.
The regional GDP is measured according to
the definition of the 1993 System of National
Accounts. To make comparisons over time and
across countries, it is expressed at constant
prices (year 2000), using the OECD deflator and
then it is converted into USD purchasing power
parities (PPPs) to express each country’s GDP into
a common currency.

GDP per capita is calculated by dividing the GDP
of a country or a region by its population.

The Gini index is a measure of inequality among
all regions of a given country (see Annex C for
the formula). The index takes on values between
0 and 1, with zero interpreted as no disparity. It
assigns equal weight to each region regardless of
its size; therefore differences in the values of the
index among countries may be partially due to
differences in the average size of regions in each
country.

http://dotstat/wbos/
http://dotstat/wbos/
http://dotstat/wbos/
http://dotstat/wbos/
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15.1 National GDP per capita, 2005 and average 
annual growth rate, 1995-2005

In 2005, GDP per capita in Luxemburg was more 
than six times higher than in Mexico.

15.2 Range in TL3 regional
GDP per capita, 2005

In 2005, regional differences in GDP per capita were 
the largest in the UK.

0 10 000 20 000 30 000 40 000 60 00050 000 70 000

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0

AUS

AUTBEL

CAN

CZE

DNK

FIN

FRA

DEU

GRC

HUN

ISL

IRL

ITA
JPN

KOR
LUX

MEX

NLD

NZL NOR

POL

PRT

SVK

ESP SWE

CHE

TUR GBR

USA

Average  annual growth rate 1995-2005 (%)

GDP per capita, year 2005

OECD total

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500

82
73
78

68
66
67
66
61

71
50

71
53
55
59
66
70
66

75
64

50
59
67

41
58

26
66

54

130
125

140
131
134
137
139
136

154
138

170
154

167
174
182

192
199

209
221

213
244

272
255

299
287

344
444

Minimum value Maximum value

Australia (TL2)
Netherlands

Sweden
New Zealand

Ireland
Finland

Spain
Greece

Denmark
Austria

Canada (TL2)
Italy

Portugal
Germany

Japan
Norway
Belgium

Czech Republic
Korea

Hungary
Slovak Republic

France
Mexico (TL2)

Poland
Turkey

United States (TL2)
United Kingdom

15.3 Gini index of TL3 regional GDP per capita

Turkey, Mexico and the Slovak Republic
had the highest Gini index of GDP

per capita in 2005.

15.4 Gini index of GDP per capita and % of population 
in regions with low GDP per capita, 2005 (TL3)

In Mexico, almost 60% of the population lived in regions 
with GDP per capita under the national median.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/523862110370
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15.5 Regional GDP per capita: Asia and Oceania
Constant 2000 USD (PPP), TL3 regions, 2005

Australia TL2 regions.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524680102538
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15.6 Regional GDP per capita: Europe
Constant 2000 USD (PPP), TL3 regions, 2005

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524680102538
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15.7 Regional GDP per capita: North America
Constant 2000 USD (PPP), TL2 regions, 2005

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/524680102538
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Regional disparities in GDP per capita over time

Regional disparities within countries in GDP per capita have persisted over time. Even if the analysis
considers only a relatively short period of time, it shows that, with the exception of Austria, Belgium,
Germany and Spain in all OECD countries disparities among regions, measured through the weighted
coefficient of variation, increased over the period 1995-2005. The weighted coefficient of variation
measures the regional disparities in GDP per capita among all regions in a country, weighting each region
according to its population. The coefficient of variation is suitable to analyse a country’s inequalities over
time since it is independent of the size of the variable.

The Czech Republic, Hungary and the Slovak Republic have seen their already high inequalities in per
capita income increase. At the same time, Greece, Sweden, Australia and Canada, generally considered low
inequalities countries, also saw their regional disparities increased from 1995 to 2005, which suggests that
within country inequalities may weigh differently on the GDP per capita distribution and reside mostly
among low income regions (Table 15.8).

Different studies show that inequalities in GDP per capita among countries have decreased over the past
30 years. Nevertheless, GDP per capita differences seem to be driven more by inequality within countries than
differences across national averages. Note in Table 15.8 an increase in within country TL3 coefficient of
variation compared to the relatively constant coefficient of variation across national averages of GDP per capita.

15.8 Weighted coefficient of variation of TL3 regional GDP per capita, 1995-20051

Regional inequalities in GDP per capita increased in 21 out of 25 OECD countries between 1995 and 2005.

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Australia (TL2) 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.10 0.09 0.10
Austria 0.39 0.40 0.39 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.37 0.38 0.37 0.36
Belgium 0.38 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.38
Canada (TL2) 0.14 0.14 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.17 0.17 0.15 0.16 0.18 0.21
Czech Republic 0.27 0.27 0.30 0.35 0.37 0.39 0.41 0.42 0.43 0.41 0.43
Denmark 0.24 0.23 0.24 0.23 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.23 0.23 0.24 0.27
Finland 0.23 0.25 0.25 0.29 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.31 0.28 0.28 0.28
France 0.48 0.49 0.50 0.49 0.52 0.54 0.53 0.53 0.53 0.51 0.51
Germany 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.30 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29
Greece 0.17 0.17 0.15 0.14 0.14 0.27 0.28 0.31 0.32 0.35 0.39
Hungary 0.48 0.51 0.53 0.52 0.55 0.58 0.58 0.64 0.59 0.60 0.67
Ireland 0.24 0.25 0.28 0.30 0.28 0.28 0.29 0.32 0.33 0.32 0.32
Italy 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.31 0.32 0.31
Japan 0.31 0.32 0.33 0.33 0.34 0.34 0.35 0.34 0.34 0.34 0.35
Korea 0.20 0.21 0.22 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.24 0.26 0.26
Mexico (TL2) 0.58 0.57 0.58 0.59 0.60 0.61 0.60 0.63 0.62 0.60 . .
Netherlands 0.13 0.14 0.15 0.15 0.16 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.16
New Zealand . . . . . . . . . . 0.26 0.21 0.20 0.23 . . . .
Norway 0.35 0.37 0.38 0.42 0.44 0.43 0.42 0.38 0.36 0.38 0.40
Poland . . . . . . . . . . 0.50 0.49 0.51 0.52 0.50 0.53
Portugal 0.44 0.43 0.45 0.46 0.44 0.46 0.45 0.45 0.45 0.45 0.45
Slovak Republic 0.42 0.40 0.42 0.42 0.41 0.43 0.43 0.45 0.45 0.45 0.51
Spain 0.23 0.24 0.25 0.26 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.26 0.24 0.24 0.23
Sweden 0.17 0.20 0.23 0.25 0.27 0.26 0.25 0.25 0.24 0.25 0.26
Turkey . . . . . . . . . . 0.60 0.58 . . . . . . . .
United Kingdom 0.47 0.48 0.51 0.53 0.54 0.58 0.56 0.58 0.56 0.56 0.58
United States (TL2) . . . . 0.15 0.15 0.16 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.20 0.20 0.17

OECD25 within countries (TL3) . . . . 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.41 0.41 0.41 0.41 0.41 . .
OECD25 between countries 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.32 0.31 0.31 0.30 0.30 0.30
OECD30 between countries 0.38 0.37 0.37 0.38 0.38 0.39 0.39 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.38

1. OECD25 excludes Iceland, Luxembourg and Switzerland for lack of regional GDP; New Zealand and Turkey for lack of data for
comparable years. Due to a break in the series, regional data on GDP per capita in Poland for the years 1995-99 are not
comparable with 2000-05.
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