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Abstract

With the evolution of the digitalization process, the impact of the National Big Data Comprehensive
Pilot Zone on the development of the digital economy, as an important policy tool for the market-
based allocation of data elements, has significant research value. Based on the panel data of 31 prov-
inces in China from 2013 to 2023, this paper constructs a four-dimensional indicator system includ-
ing infrastructure construction, digital economy scale, science and technology innovation invest-
ment and socio-economic structure allocation, measures the level of digital economy development
of each province by using the entropy weight-TOPSIS method, and explores the impact of the estab-
lishment of the pilot zone on the level of the digital economy. The study finds that: firstly, the digital
economy shows a spatial imbalance pattern of “strong in the east and weak in the west”; secondly,
the establishment of the pilot area has a positive promotion effect on the level of digital economy de-
velopment in the pilot provinces, and the policy effect continues to increase over time; thirdly, the
analysis of regional heterogeneity shows that the eastern pilot area shows the strongest policy div-
idend, the central area shows a balanced catching-up characteristic, and the western region is limited
by infrastructure and innovation factors, with alarge absolute gap between the test areas and the non-
test areas. Fourthly, the enhancement of digital government service capability helps accelerate the
development of digital economy and shows a stronger promoting effect with the support of pilot zone
policies. The study reveals that the policies of the pilot zones need to be optimally designed by combin-
ing the differences in regional characteristics, strengthening the synergy between the innovation lead-
ership in the east and the shortcomings of infrastructure in the central and western parts of the coun-
try, and further enhancing the digital governance capacity of governments in low- and medium-level
regions, so as to provide policy insights for cracking the digital divide and promoting the coordinated
development of the whole region.
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Table 1. Index system for digital economy development level
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Table 2. Comprehensive evaluation results of digital economy development level in 31 provinces of China
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Figure 1. Annual average scores of pilot, non-pilot, and all provinces
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Figure 2. Annual average scores of pilot and non-pilot provinces in eastern, central and western regions
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Figure 3. Annual average scores of pilot and non-pilot provinces with low, medium and high
levels of digital government service capability
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