
Steger, Thomas M.

Working Paper

Stylised facts of economic growth in developing
countries

Wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Diskussionspapiere, No. 08/2001

Provided in Cooperation with:
University of Greifswald, Faculty of Law and Economics

Suggested Citation: Steger, Thomas M. (2001) : Stylised facts of economic growth in developing
countries, Wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Diskussionspapiere, No. 08/2001, Universität
Greifswald, Rechts- und Staatswissenschaftliche Fakultät, Greifswald

This Version is available at:
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/48919

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.



STYLISED FACTS OF ECONOMIC GROWTH IN  
DEVELOPING COUNTRIES* 

 
 

Discussion Paper 08/2001 
Ernst-Moritz-Arndt University of Greifswald 

 

Thomas M. Steger a 

September 2001 
 

Abstract 

This paper offers a concise survey on the literature of growth empirics applying to DCs. It is 

argued that there is a number of important stylised facts of economic growth relevant to DCs 

which are not included in the corresponding lists of Kaldor and Romer. In contrary to the 

usual procedure, the growth rates of per capita income are calculated by employing potential 

output, which is determined by the use of the Hodrick-Prescott-filter. Finally, three important 

conclusions resulting from the empirical observations are discussed in the last section. 
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1. Introduction 

If economic theory is designed to enhance our understanding of real phenomena, then a list of 

stylised facts relevant to the empirical problem of interest should be the indispensable point of 

departure for theoretical work. Romer (1989, p. 54) put this idea more concisely by stating:  

…without stylized facts to aim at, theorists would be shooting in the dark. 

Indeed, ever since Kaldor’s (1961) seminal paper on economic growth it has been 

common to base economic theory in general and growth theory in particular on a summary of 

the basic empirical regularities. This methodological procedure is best described by Kaldor’s 

(1961, p. 178) own words:  

..., the theorist, in my view, should be free to start off with a ‘stylized’ view of the facts - 

i.e. concentrate on broad tendencies, ignoring individual detail, and proceed on the 'as if' 

method, i.e. construct a hypothesis that could account for these ‘stylized’ facts,... 

It should be clear that the fulfilment of this requirement is by no means a substitute for the 

formal statistical testing of theories – this simply concerns another stage of the scientific 

process. In order to enable statistical tests, the theorist should be obliged to set forth the 

empirically refutable hypotheses, which are implied by the model in question. This 

requirement should be regarded as a necessary prerequisite if theories claim to be empirically 

meaningful. 

With regard to economic growth, Kaldor (1961, pp. 178/179) proposes six stylised facts. 

Romer (1989) shows that two of them are implied by others and are thus redundant. 

Moreover, Romer enlarges Kaldor’s list by five other prominent features of the data. This 

consolidated and enlarged list of stylised facts, however, mainly describes the growth process 

of mature or industrialised economies. As regards economic growth within the lower range of 

per capita income, there are special empirical regularities which are almost completely 

excluded by Romer’s enlarged list. 

If growth theory claims to explain the process of growth in general, then growth 

economists should also possess a list of stylised facts which summarises the growth 

experiences of DCs. This list reads as follows:1  

                                                 
1  Especially for developing countries (DCs) there are empirical regularities applying to the structure of 

the economy which are not considered here. For this, see Kuznets (1973), Reynolds (1983), and 

Wichmann (1997, chapter 3). 
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(1)  a considerable diversity in the growth rates of per capita income; 

(2)  a positive correlation between the savings rate and the level of per capita income; 

(3)  a positive correlation between the growth rate and the level of per capita income, i.e. 

ß-divergence. 

(4)  More generally, a number of studies have revealed ß-divergence for the lower range of 

per capita income and ß-convergence for the upper range of per capita income. Put 

differently, there appears to be a hump-shaped pattern of growth. 

These empirical regularities have to be explained if we really aim to understand the 

process of growth in DCs. In sections 2 to 5 the list of stylised facts set up above is illustrated 

and discussed in terms of empirical evidence. In contrary to the usual procedure within the 

literature on growth empirics, the growth rates of per capita income are calculated by 

employing potential output, which is determined by the use of the Hodrick-Prescott-filter. 

This procedure appears clearly more appropriate than the use of data on actual output. Finally, 

three important conclusions resulting from these empirical observations are discussed in the 

last section. 

2. Diversity in growth rates 

The first empirical regularity corresponds to Kaldor’s (1961) sixth stylised fact. In the case of 

low-income countries this phenomenon is particularly marked as Lucas (1988, p. 4) observes. 

Pritchett (1998, section II) shows that the standard deviation of average annual growth rates 

from 1960-92 is twice as large for developing countries compared to developed countries. 

This point can be immediately visualised by means of the following diagram.  

Figure 1 shows the average annual potential rates over the period from 1960 to 1985 based 

on Hodrick-Prescott (HP) filtered data (Hodrick and Prescott, 1980) on the vertical axis 

together with potential output (per capita) in 1960 on the horizontal axis.2 The figure shows 

that there is still a considerable diversity in the potential rates including zero and even 

                                                 
2  The sample comprises a broad range of 121 countries taken from the Penn World Table (PWT 5.6), 

which is described in Summers and Heston (1991). Following Mankiw, Romer, and Weil (1992) oil-

producing countries are excluded from the sample because a large part of recorded GDP for these 

countries represents the extraction of existing resources and one should not expect standard growth 

models to account for measured GDP in these countries. 
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negative growth although the HP-Filter smoothes the data. Also this pattern is especially 

marked for low levels of per capita income.3  
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Note: “Growth rate of pot. GDP (1960-85)”: real, per annum and per capita, HP-filtered data, in %. 

“Potential GDP level in 1960”: real and per capita, HP-filtered data. 
Source: Data taken from Summers and Heston, Penn World Tables 5.6. 

Figure 1: Potential growth rates and potential GDP levels. 

The scatter plot shown in Figure 1 is widely used within the empirical growth literature. 

Usually and somewhat surprisingly, however, the growth rates are calculated as actual growth 

rates, which are simply defined as the (relative) difference between final and initial per capita 

income of the period under consideration. This procedure only uses the information contained 

in the first and the last date of the time series. Macroeconomic shocks and business cycle 

effects nevertheless are likely to produce deviations from the trend path of output. Temple 

(1999) therefore proposes to employ the whole time series information by calculating least-

square growth rates. This requires the estimation of a trend path by regressing (logarithmic) 

per capita income on a constant and a time trend; the least-square growth rates are the 

difference between the final and initial fitted values. On the one hand, this procedure amounts 

to calculating growth rates of potential output, which is clearly appropriate for growth 

                                                 
3  This observation could at least partly result from the fact that the low-income countries are much more 

heavily sampled than the high-income countries as (Romer, 1989, p. 64) observes.  
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considerations. On the other hand, the determination of potential output as linear time trend 

appears less favourable. Instead the more advanced and widely accepted HP-Filter should be 

applied. This technique allows the estimation of a non-linear time trend, which is less 

restrictive than the linear trend.  

3. Positive correlation between the savings rate and per capita income 

The empirical evidence in favour of a positive correlation between the savings rate and the 

level of per capita income is overwhelming. Thirlwall (1974, chapter 7) reviews the older and 

Reichel (1993) the more recent literature.4 As an illustration of the cross-country evidence 

consider the following table. 

Table 1: Average Savings Rates and average GNP per capita. 

Group of Countries a 
(number of countries) 

Average GNP per person in 
1985 $ 

Average personal 
savings as fraction 

of GNP 
Low-income-countries (16) 1,324 11.2 
Lower middle-income 
countries (16) 

2,806 17.1 

Upper middle-income 
countries (11) 

6,166 19.5 

High-income countries (15) 12,293 21.1 
Source: Ogaki et al. (1996, pp. 44/45). 
a Classification of economies according to World Bank (1994).  

Table 1 shows a clearly positive relation between the average savings rate and the average 

level of per capita income. The positively sloped savings function seems to be a general 

pattern, which applies to the whole range of per capita income. The largest increase in the 

savings rate occurs, however, with the transition from low-income to lower middle-income 

countries. Put differently, the figures indicate a clearly non-linear relation, which appears to 

be concave. 5 

                                                 
4  For further empirical evidence see Rebelo (1992, pp. 31-37) and Ogaki, Ostry, and Reinhart (1996, 

pp. 43-47). 

5  Barro and Sala-i-Martin (1995, pp. 77-79) demonstrate that this pattern can be reproduced by the 

Ramsey-Cass-Koopmans model provided that the production function is Cobb-Douglas and the 

intertemporal elasticity of substitution is smaller than the equilibrium savings rate. On the other hand, 
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The fact that the positive correlation between the savings rate and per capita income is not 

contained in Romer’s list emphasises that this list applies to developed countries. If one 

admits that there is a significant correlation especially within the lower range of per capita 

income, then this empirical regularity should clearly be part of theoretical explanations of 

growth in DCs. This statement is reinforced by the finding of Feldstein and Horioka (1980) 

according to which there is a strong correlation between the savings rates and the investment 

rates. 

4. ß-Divergence 

A positive (negative) correlation between the growth rate and the level of per capita income is 

described as unconditional ß-divergence (ß-convergence). Furthermore, a rise (fall) in the 

dispersion of per capita income over time, usually measured by the standard deviation of per 

capita income, is described as σ -divergence (σ -convergence). For the following discussion 

it is important to notice that the occurrence of σ -divergence for a specific period of time 

necessarily requires ß-divergence during that period.6  

Empirical analyses of convergence are usually based on the entire sample of the Penn 

World Table (PWT) or sub-samples which predominantly consist of industrialised economies. 

On the other hand, empirical studies which exclusively analyse sub-samples of low-income 

countries are very rare: According to Baumol (1986), industrial countries appear to belong to 

one convergence club, middle-income countries to a less pronounced, separate convergence 

club, and low-income countries actually diverge in the course of time. Zind (1991) runs cross-

country regressions based on a sub-sample of the PWT for 89 less developed countries 

(LDCs) for the time interval 1960-80. He finds (unconditional) ß-divergence. Cho (1994) 

divides the PWT data set into two half-sized sub-samples with 48 LDCs and 47 developed 

countries. The correlation between the average growth rate and the initial level of per capita 

income is significantly positive for the lower sub-sample which indicates (unconditional) 

ß-divergence.7 Finally, Romer (1986, pp. 1008) demonstrates that there is a positive time 

                                                                                                                                                         
this stylised fact is a compelling property of growth models with subsistence consumption (Steger, 

2000a).  

6  For the relation between the concepts of ß-convergence and σ -convergence see Sala-i-Martin (1996).  

7  The convergence coefficient is, however, not significantly different from zero. In addition, see Baumol 

et al. (1989, pp. 302/303) who run a piecewise regression for the lower income group finding 

divergence as well. 
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trend in growth rates for 11 now developed countries using the long-run data set from 

Maddison (1979) which covers the time interval 1870-1978. 

As has been noted above, the occurrence of σ -divergence for a specific time period 

necessarily requires ß-divergence within this time period. With regard to σ -divergence, the 

empirical evidence can be illustrated very easily. The subsequent figure displays the evolution 

of the standard deviation of (logarithmic) per capita income over time for the group of ‘poor’ 

and ‘middle-income’ countries.8 

 
Source: Ben-David (1994). 

Figure 2: σ -Divergence. 

Figure 2 illustrates two points: First, the degree of inequality is higher for the group of 

‘poor’ countries compared to the group of ‘middle-income’ countries. Second, the disparity 

rose steadily over time, indicating continuous σ -divergence. Moreover, despite the fact that 

long-run data on national accounts are generally not available for DCs, Pritchett (1997) shows 

in an innovative study that σ -divergence in the world distribution of income has prevailed 

over the last 150 years. He determines a lower threshold for the level of per capita GDP below 

which survival is impossible. To show that σ -divergence has prevailed, he further combines 

                                                 
8  The group of poor countries comprises 82 economies with per capita income smaller than $2000 in 

1960. The group of middle-income countries comprises 15 economies with per capita incomes ranging 

from 25 to 60 per cent of US income in 1960 (Ben-David, 1994, p. 5). 
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this information with current estimates of relative incomes across nations and historical 

growth rates of the now-rich nations. 

The statement of ß-divergence for the lower range of per capita income seems to 

contradict Romer’s (1989) seventh stylised fact according to which the growth rate shows no 

variation with the level of per capita income. However, Romer’s stylised fact refers to the 

broad sample of 115 market economies. In addition, one should bear in mind that this 

assertion was mainly in response to the neoclassical convergence implication and that its 

refusal was the main empirical motivation for endogenous growth theory. 

5. Hump-shaped growth pattern  

The empirical regularity of ß-divergence for the lower range of per capita income appears to 

be a component of a more general pattern of growth. Indeed, a considerable amount of 

empirical evidence indicates that growth first accelerates as one moves from low- to middle-

income countries and subsequently decelerates as one moves from middle- to high-income 

countries.  

In order to check whether there is such a general pattern in growth rates Dollar (1992) 

divides the set of countries, taken from the PWT, into deciles based on 1960 level of income. 

Subsequently, he estimates an univariate non-linear regression with the average growth rate of 

per capita income as the dependent variable. Although the R2 is very low (about 0.1) this 

procedure appears sensible for summarising the data without stating a causal relation between 

the variables under consideration. Once again it is preferable to employ potential rates rather 

than actual growth rates. Accordingly, Figure 3 shows the result of the same procedure based 

on potential rates and potential output in 1960. The underlying non-linear regression is a 

polynomial of order 3, the coefficient of the squared potential output is significantly negative 

and the (adjusted) R2 is about 0.2. The figure illustrates that there is a tendency of 

(unconditional) ß-divergence for the lower range and a tendency of (unconditional) 

ß-convergence for the higher range of per capita income. It is worth noting that this result is 

compatible with the finding of convergence clubs among the richest countries (Baumol, 

1986).  

Further empirical evidence in favour of the hump-shaped growth pattern is available and is 

sketched for the sake of completeness: Easterly (1994) regresses the average annual growth 

rate of per capita income (1950-60) on, among other variables, the square of initial level of 

logarithmic per capita income. The influence of this variable is significantly negative and 
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therefore supports the hypothesis of a hump-shaped pattern of growth. Baumol et al. (1989) 

regress the ratio between the (logarithmic) per capita income in 1980 and in 1950 on the 

square of real GDP per capita in 1950, among other variables. The relevant coefficient is 

negative and significant. The authors conclude that (Baumol et al., 1989, p. 303): 9 

[t]he results indicate divergence among the lower income countries in 1950 and 

convergence among the higher income ones. 

 
Note: “Growth”: Growth rate of pot. GDP (1960-85): real, per annum and per capita, HP-filtered data, in %. 

“GDP”: Deciles of pot. GDP (1960), real and per capita, HP-filtered data. 
Source: Data taken from Summers and Heston, Penn World Tables 5.6. 

Figure 3: Hump-shaped growth pattern. 

6. Conclusions 

Three main conclusions can be drawn: The first concerns the nature of explanation of the 

growth process, the second demands for a theoretical identification of the different 

mechanisms of ß-divergence and ß-convergence, while the third bears important implications 

for empirical convergence analyses. 

In the wake of endogenous growth theory, economic growth in DCs has been increasingly 

analysed by means of theoretical growth models. On this occasion, the growth process has 

                                                 
9  The same authors find a hump-shaped relation using a moving-average approach (Baumol et al., 1989, 

pp. 301/ 302). For further empirical evidence see Cho (1994, section II) and Pritchett (1998).  
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been mainly interpreted as balanced-growth dynamics (e.g. Azariadis and Drazen, 1990). 

These approaches are theoretically appealing because they demonstrate the possibility of 

multiple dynamic equilibria with strong implications for low-income countries (e.g. Benhabib 

and Gali, 1995). Therefore, the models provide a candidate explanation of stylised fact (1). 

On the other hand, these approaches do not offer a satisfactory explanation of stylised facts 

(2) to (4). In contrast, according to a fundamentally different approach, the process of 

economic growth can be interpreted as representing mainly transitional dynamics towards a 

(unique) balanced-growth equilibrium. This strand of growth models can potentially explain 

the specific aspects of growth in DCs listed above (e.g. Rebelo, 1992; Steger, 2000a). 

Stylised facts (3) and (4) point to the interpretation that there are several mechanisms of 

ß-divergence and ß-convergence simultaneously at work in the course of economic 

development. The divergence mechanisms seem to dominate the convergence mechanisms at 

early stages of economic development while the reverse holds true for later stages. It would 

be clearly instructive to identify theoretically the different mechanisms of ß-divergence and 

ß-convergence. Put differently, it is undoubtedly of special interest to elaborate those 

mechanisms which induce a rise and those mechanisms which induce a fall in the growth rate 

of per capita income. Once more, this consideration implies that the analysis of transitional 

dynamics provides further insights into the process of growth.10 

Finally, the correlation between the savings rate and the level of per capita income 

[stylised fact (2)] has important implications for the widely employed cross-sectional 

convergence analyses (Steger, 2000b). These approaches are crucially based on the concept of 

control variables, which are assumed to proxy the balanced-growth path. On account of the 

definition of the balanced-growth path, the control variables are usually considered as being 

constant in the course of economic development. However, at least a subset of the control 

variables – like the investment rates in physical and human capital – varies systematically 

with the level of per capita income. The explicit consideration of endogenous control 

variables has two important consequences. The first is purely econometric and concerns the 

choice of the appropriate estimation procedure in order to obtain unbiased and consistent 

coefficient estimates. The second affects the theoretical interpretation of the conditional 

convergence results. Accordingly, the variation of some of the control variables with the level 

of per capita income contains important information about the transition to the balanced-

growth equilibrium rather than information about the balanced-growth equilibrium itself. 

                                                 
10  For explanations in this vein see Steger (2000a, 2002). 



 10

7. References 

Azariadis, Costas and Allan Drazen (1990), Threshold Externailities in Economic 
Development, Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 105, 501-526. 

Barro, Robert J. and Xavier X. Sala-i-Martin (1995), Economic Growth, McGraw Hill, New 
York. 

Baumol, William J. (1986), Productivity Growth, Convergence, and Welfare: What the Long-
Run Data Show, American Economic Review, Vol. 76, 1072-1085. 

Baumol, William, Sue A. B. Blackman, and Edward N. Wolff (1989), Productivity and 
American Leadership: The Long View, MIT Press, Cambridge MA. 

Ben-David, Dan (1994), Convergence Clubs and Diverging Economies, CEPR Discussion 
Papers, No. 922. 

Benhabib, Jess and Jordi Gali (1995), On Growth and Indeterminacy: Some Theory and 
Evidence, Carnegie-Rochester Conference Series on Public Policy, Vol. 43, 163-211. 

Cho, Dongchul (1994), Industrialization, Convergence, and Patterns of Growth, Southern 
Economic Journal, Vol. 61, 398-414. 

Dollar, David (1992), Exploiting the Advantages of Backwardness: The Importance of 
Education and Outward Orientation, World Bank, Washington DC. 

Easterly, William (1994), Economic Stagnation, Fixed Factors, and Policy Thresholds, 
Journal of Monetary Economics, Vol. 33, 525-557. 

Feldstein, Martin and Charles Horioka (1980), Domestic Saving and International Capital 
Flows, Economic Journal, Vol. 90 (June), 937-957. 

Hodrick, R.J., E.C., Prescott (1980), Post-war US business cycles: An empirical 
investigation, Discussion Paper 451, Evanston, Illinois: Centre for Mathematical Studies 
in Economics and Management Science, Northwestern University. 

Kaldor, Nicholas (1961), Capital Accumulation and Economic Growth, F.A. Lutz and D.C. 
Hagur (eds.), The Theory of Capital, New York, St. Martin’s Press, 177-222. 

Kuznets, Simon (1973), Modern Economic Growth: Findings and Reflections, American 
Economic Review, Vol. 63, 247-258. 

Lucas, Robert E. Jr. (1988), On the Mechanics of Economic Development, Journal of 
Monetary Economics, Vol. 22, 3-42. 

Maddison, Angus (1979), Per Capita Output in the Long Run, Kyklos, Vol. 32, 412-429. 

Mankiw, Gregory N., David Romer, and David N. Weil (1992), A Contribution to the 
Empirics of Economic Growth, Quarterly Journal of Economics, May, 407-437. 

Ogaki, Masao, Jonathan D. Ostry, and Carmen M. Reinhart (1996), Saving Behaviour in 
Low- and Middle-Income Developing Countries, A Comparison, IMF Staff Papers, Vol. 
43, 38-71. 



 11

Pritchett, Lant (1997), Divergence, Big Time, Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 11, 
3-17. 

Pritchett, Lant (1998), Patterns of Economic Growth: Hills, Plateaus, Mountains, and Plains, 
Manuscript, World Bank. 

Rebelo, Sergio (1992), Growth in Open Economies, Carnegie Rochester Conference Series 
on Public Policy, Vol. 36, 5-46. 

Reichel, Richard (1993), Die Sparquote in Entwicklungs- und Schwellenländern, Verlag Paul 
Haupt, Bern. 

Reynolds, Lloyd G. (1983), The Spread of Economic Growth to the Third World: 1850-1980, 
Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 21, 941-980. 

Romer, Paul M. (1989), Capital Accumulation in the Theory of Long-Run Growth, Robert J. 
Barro (ed.), Modern Business Cycle Theory, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 51-127. 

Sala-i-Martin, Xavier X. (1996), The Classical Approach to Convergence Analysis, The 
Economic Journal, Vol. 106, 1019-1036. 

Steger, Thomas M. (2000a), Economic Growth with Subsistence Consumption, Journal of 
Development Economics, Vol. 62, pp. 343-361. 

Steger, Thomas M. (2000b), Transitional Dynamics with Endogenous Control Variables, 
Swiss Journal of Economics and Statistics, Vol. 136 (1), pp. 25-43. 

Steger, Thomas M. (2002), Productive Consumption, the Intertemporal Consumption Trade-
Off and Growth, Journal of Economic Dynamics and Control, Vol. 26, 1053-1068. 

Summers, Robert and Alan Heston (1991), The Penn World Table (Mark 5): An Expanded 
Set of International Comparisons, 1950-1988, Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 106 , 
327-368. 

Thirlwall, Anthony P. (1974), Inflation, Saving and Growth in Developing Economies, St. 
Martin’s Press, New York. 

Wichmann, Thorsten (1997), Agricultural Technical Progress and the Development of a Dual 
Economy, Physica-Verlag, Heidelberg. 

World Bank (1994), World Development Report 1994, Oxford University Press, New York. 

Zind, Richard G. (1991), Income Convergence and Divergence within and between LDC 
Groups, World Development, Vol. 19, 719-727. 

 


