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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Band of Rivals: Career Incentives, Elite Competition, and Economic Growth in China 

 

by 

Jonghyuk Lee 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science and International Affairs 

 

University of California San Diego, 2018 

Professor Victor C. Shih, Chair 

 

This dissertation addresses the question of how bureaucratic incentives affect economic 

performance in China at the provincial level. This project develops a novel model to measure 

promotion incentives of the Chinese provincial standing committee members from 1995 to 2015. 

Using machine learning to incorporate over 200 variables of individual features, this project de-

rives a predicted probability of political advancement as a proxy to evaluate officials' career pro-

spects. The empirical results show that Chinese provincial governments are likely to generate 

higher economic growth rates when composed of a greater proportion of officials facing intense 
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promotion competition. On the other hand, higher proportions of provincial leaders whose ca-

reers are at a dead-end or on a fast track have no effect. Contrary to popular belief, better eco-

nomic performance stem mainly from the career incentives of the rank-and-file standing commit-

tee members, not from those of the supreme leaders of the province. 
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1. Introduction 

Identifying the determinants of economic growth is one of the central themes in social 

sciences. Many scholars point out that the state bureaucratic structure is the fundamental in-

stitutional foundation of economic growth. As Weber proposes, bureaucratic organizations 

characterized by meritocratic selection and predictable career rewards are effective in pre-

venting rampant rent-seeking by bureaucrats, thus allowing market activities to flourish 

(Weber 1962). A more contemporary extension of Weberian theory argues that a meritocratic 

bureaucracy can effectively institute developmental policies which help developing countries 

“catch up” with advanced countries (Evans 1995; Evans and Rauch 1999; Haggard 1990; 

Wade 2004).  

This dynamic is particularly salient in China. The country has achieved rapid econom-

ic expansion, maintaining nearly double-digit growth rates for over three decades. Many 

scholars point out that the meritocratic political selection of officials by the Chinese Com-

munist Party (CCP) is a key institutional factor to accomplish this spectacular economic 

growth (Blanchard and Shleifer 2001; Bo 2002; Montinola, Qian, and Weingast 1995; Qian 

and Weingast 1996). Under the economically decentralized system, clearly designated career 

rewards on economic performance by the central leadership led subnational governments to 

engage in jurisdictional yardstick competition. Specifically, local officials who produce high-

er economic growth in their jurisdictions will be rewarded with political advancement to 

higher levels of the CCP’s hierarchy. As a result, each locality competitively develops its 

economy. This selection system is often characterized as the “promotion tournament.” 

The theory of promotion tournament and economic growth implies two causal steps. 

The first step is that the CCP leadership should consistently promote those who have dis-

played better economic performance. The second step is that the political competition in-

duced by meritocratic promotion incentives should lead to economic development in locali-
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ties. Regarding the first step, the existing literature remains somewhat inconclusive but does 

not completely reject the possibility of performance-based promotion. While Li and Zhou 

(2005) find a positive correlation between economic performance and political advancement 

for top leaders of provinces, Shih, Adolph, and Liu (2012) refute the meritocratic selection 

hypothesis by arguing that political patronage is the main vehicle for the CCP leadership to 

make promotion decisions for the central leadership. More recently, scholars attempt to 

bridge these two determinants of promotion by providing additional identifications. Jia, 

Kudamatsu, and Seim (2015) suggest that there is a complementary effect between economic 

performance and political patronage. In addition, Landry, Lü, and Duan (2017) argue that the 

effects of performance and patronage are heterogeneous depending where officials serve on 

the administrative hierarchy.  

Surprisingly, there has been no systematic analysis on the second causal step of meri-

tocratic selection: the effect of promotion competition on economic growth at the provincial 

level. Theoretically, promotion incentives are a catalyst for yardstick competition, which en-

courages economic growth. Without competition, the career incentives may not necessarily 

lead to economic development (Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; Xu 2011). However, the existing 

scholarship focuses primarily on analyzing the selection institution itself by gauging the im-

plementation of the meritocratic system at the national level. This approach tends to overlook 

the heterogeneous responses of subnational agents toward the centrally-designed selection in-

stitution. Therefore, the current theory can only explain how the country managed to achieve 

rapid economic growth, but cannot account for why some localities displayed better econom-

ic performance than others. In other words, given that all subnational officials presumably 

face the same incentive structure imposed by the center, how can we explain subnational var-

iations in economic development even after controlling for inherent characteristics of the re-

gions? 
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This project seeks to clarify this theoretical puzzle by setting economic performance 

as an outcome and political competition as an explanatory variable. The current approach to 

identify meritocratic selection in the CCP’s personnel management system is in need of revi-

sions. The traditional dichotomous analysis on the determinants of promotion, whether the 

relationship between performance and political patronage is complementary or conflictive, 

may not be valid to link subnational officials’ promotion incentives with policy outcomes in 

their localities, such as economic development. Although most of the promotion determinants 

are included in the party’s formal cadre evaluation scheme (Edin 2003), there is a fundamen-

tal difference between performance metrics and other formal and informal determinants of 

promotions. While most of the promotion determinants are institutionally fixed and un-

changeable in the short term, the levels of performance are highly dependent on individual 

officials’ efforts. Hence, performance indicators should be considered not as motivations for 

promotions but as outcomes from political competition induced by officials’ promotion incen-

tives.  

The level of political competition that subnational officials face in the promotion 

tournament differs depending on officials’ political endowment that affects their promotion 

probabilities. For a variety of reasons, specified in Chapter 2-2, numerous formal and infor-

mal institutional factors play an important role in determining promotions in the Chinese bu-

reaucracy. For example, objective qualifications, such as age and education level, serve as the 

minimal requirements for promotions. At the same time, political patronage and factional af-

filiation are also major determinants of political advancement. These factors collectively con-

stitute officials’ career prospects as officials consider these metrics in evaluating their own 

political strength in the promotion tournament. Ultimately, by measuring the levels of politi-

cal competition based on officials’ career prospects, this study elucidates the degree to which 

subnational officials, bounded by the selection institution, comply with the center’s perfor-
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mance-based directives, such as economic development.  

This project finds that when Chinese subnational leadership is composed of a greater 

number of leaders facing intense competition in the promotion tournament, it likely displays 

better performance by generating higher economic growth rates. On the other hand, subna-

tional officials who perceive their careers as dead-ends exert less effort toward growing local 

economies. Additionally, contrary to popular belief, political rising stars whose careers are 

significantly more promising than other leaders also have weak incentive to produce above-

average economic growth in their jurisdictions, because performance is not necessary for 

them to advance in any case. Further analysis shows that the promotion incentives of subna-

tional leadership overall are a better indicator to explain the economic development patterns 

than those of the top decision-makers of the subnational leadership, such as provincial party 

secretaries and governors. These findings further elucidate how meritocratic promotion crite-

ria translate to economic growth through varying degrees of political competition faced by 

subnational officials.  

The analysis incorporates two important qualifications that the existing literature fails 

to include. First, the theory of meritocratic selection, as well as the Weberian model of ration-

al bureaucracy, presumes that subnational agents are homogeneously influenced by the incen-

tive structure designed by the center. However, individual officials may strategically choose 

how much they respond to the center’s policy priorities depending on career prospects. For 

example, if officials approach formal retirement age, the officials are naturally sheltered from 

political competition and expend smaller effort for their future career. On the other hand, 

younger officials can compete with each other in order to attain the limited access to higher 

positions in the administrative hierarchy. The strategic responsiveness to career concerns in 

the case of bureaucrats has been less articulated than in the case of politicians or corporate 

managers (Gibbons and Murphy 1992; Jacobson 1989). Instead, this study explores the dy-
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namic and strategic changes of career concerns within an individual bureaucrat’s career path. 

Second, instead of examining one or two top leaders in a province, which is done by 

most of the previous research, this study explores the collective nature of the decision-making 

process by analyzing the full list of the Standing Members of the Provincial-level Commit-

tees (SMPC, also referred to as the provincial standing committee members) in China. Previ-

ous research has focused on the decision-making process of one or two top provincial leaders, 

such as the party secretary and the governor of the province (Bo 1996; Donaldson 2011; 

Huang 1999; Li and Zhou 2005; Persson and Zhuravskaya 2015). However, analyzing a pro-

vincial government from the perspective of one or two top leaders’ career background creates 

a tendency to ignore political dynamics in the collective leadership. It is well established that 

policymaking at the local level is not monolithic and top-down from the top official of the 

province but instead is based on consensus by the collective leadership (Baum 1992; 

Mcgregor 2010; Miller 2011; Shirk 1993).  

In order to empirically integrate the above two distinctive features, this study devel-

ops a novel model to measure career prospects of the Chinese provincial standing committee 

members. In this project, an official’s career prospects are defined as the initial political en-

dowments that affect one’s promotion probabilities prior to considering the level of policy ef-

forts to show better performance. However, the definition needs two important qualifications 

to link officials’ career prospects with their policy efforts. Career prospects should be con-

structed in “relative” and “self-evaluated’ way. First, each individual official’s career pro-

spects should be comparable. Promotions are restricted to a small number of officials. In or-

der to obtain the limited opportunities, officials have to outperform their rivals at the same 

rank. Therefore, the measurement of the career prospects should reflect this aspect by sum-

marizing all the relevant determinants of promotion into a single indicator to enable us to 

make comparison with each other’s career prospects.  
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For this purpose, this project derives predicted probabilities of political advancement 

for each individual official (i.e. prior likelihood of political advancement) as a proxy to 

measure one’s career prospects. By setting up the historical patterns of promotion as a di-

chotomous outcome variable, this project uses a variety of parametric and non-parametric es-

timation models to produce each individual official’s predicted probability of political ad-

vancement. The estimated predicted probability of political advancement indicates how likely 

an official, in a certain position in a given year, is promoted to a more promising position in 

the following year. By summarizing all measurable determinants of promotion in a separate 

model, the predicted probability of promotion enables the systematic assessment of an offi-

cial’s overall prospects in the next promotion round. By ranking the predicted probabilities of 

promotion, we can identify individual officials’ relative career prospects, compared to con-

temporaneous rivals, at any given point in time.  

The second qualification on the definition of career prospects is that career prospects 

should be evaluated by officials themselves. The existing research on the Chinese political 

system has examined the effectiveness of the overall selection institution mainly by analyzing 

whether the system is meritocratic, patronage-based, or both. However, unlike the previous 

studies where scholars focus on the institution itself, the main subject matter of this project is 

how individual officials respond to such selection institution and how the response toward the 

institution alters officials’ policy-making strategies. In other words, we make use of biograph-

ical and career data to estimate career prospects as perceived by individual officials who have 

their own personal criteria in evaluating the existing selection institution.  

This aspect raises two fundamental problems to estimate the predicted probability of 

political advancement. First, as outsiders, we have limited information on the exact criteria 

that Chinese provincial officials generally apply to predict their own career outcomes. Out-

siders can only indirectly guess officials’ self-assessment on their career prospects by using 
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the observable factors that have been identified by previous studies. However, it is plausible 

that Chinese officials in general know better than outsiders regarding their career outcomes, 

because they have access to insider information. Second, individual officials may adopt a dif-

ferent set of rationales in evaluating their career prospects. Based on their personal and pro-

fessional experiences, officials may have diverse levels of understanding on how the selec-

tion system works in China. It is not guaranteed that each official relies on the same metrics 

in guessing their own political fortune, except for several explicit and universal factors, such 

as age, tenure, education level, key administrative experience, and factional ties. My field in-

terviews with provincial organization department cadres enhance this point by suggesting a 

great deal of universality in the importance of these factors.   

In sum, it is empirically challenging to measure individual officials’ subjective eval-

uations on their future career outcomes. In order to deal with these issues, this research indi-

rectly targets the Chinese officials’ self-assessment on their career prospects by using funda-

mentally different approaches. The two estimation models used to produce the predicted 

probabilities of promotion for individual officials include theoretical models and machine-

learning models. The first model is called the “theoretical” model where predicted probabili-

ties of promotion are estimated by using the variables which have been identified by the pre-

vious studies on the Chinese political system and by field interviews with provincial organi-

zation department cadres. In the analysis, the theoretical model is considered the most con-

servative model as its predicted probabilities of promotion are calculated on the basis of the 

widely-known information on the determinants of political advancement.  

However, the theoretical model is not sufficient to infer the main target of this re-

search, the self-assessment of individual officials on their own career prospects. In general, 

Chinese officials overall are better informed on the political selection institution than outsid-

ers. With more insider information, it is fairly possible that they may resort to different com-
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binations of variable metrics from those of outside scholars in evaluating their career pro-

spects. Moreover, it is convincing to assume that individual officials acknowledge more about 

their own specific situation with regard to promotion chances. Compared to the theoretical 

model that imposes the same variable combination on every official, individual official’s own 

perception can reflect the volatile and situation-specific nature of career prospects, thus is ex-

pected to serve as a better predictor in terms of accuracy. 

In order to increase the prediction accuracy of predicted probabilities, this study 

builds the “machine-learning” model where the estimation incorporates as many relevant fea-

tures as possible to maximize the prediction accuracy of the promotion outcomes. The model 

adopts a variety of parametric and non-parametric machine learning techniques to find the 

best variable combinations in terms of prediction accuracy for each year and position. The 

machine learning prediction is fundamentally superior to the officials’ self-assessment since it 

literally tests with all the measurable candidates for promotion determinants in the CCP selec-

tion institution. Although Chinese officials in general have insider information, their predic-

tions on their own career prospects are not as perfect as those estimated by the machine learn-

ing techniques because officials cannot observe and integrate all the possible combinations of 

promotion determinants. This research is designed to indirectly proxy officials’ self-

assessment of their own career prospects by setting up a range of prediction accuracy from 

theoretical models and machine-learning models.   

In estimating the predicted probabilities of promotion for each individual official, the 

machine learning model uses numerous variables, including biographical (e.g. age, gender, 

education, and minority status), career (e.g. party-years, tenure-years in each position, admin-

istrative experiences, and job diversities), contextual (e.g. geopolitical characteristics of the 

working provinces), factional (e.g. affiliations with various members of the central leader-

ship), and network (e.g. network centralities and political connections with top central leaders) 
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information. In each iteration round of the model, the machine learning algorithms choose 

important variables, remove irrelevant ones, and decide a sufficient subset for predictions 

based on information from up to ten years prior to the year of target estimation.  

Finally, in each year and position, the predicted probabilities of promotion are pro-

duced with the variable combinations that maximize the prediction accuracy of the model. 

The predictions are calculated only by using the data of the past ten years, since officials are 

expected to evaluate their career prospects based on patterns of promotion from the recent 

past rather than the patterns from over a decade ago. The estimated career prospects, in the 

form of predicted probability of promotion, essentially indicate the levels of political compe-

tition that subnational officials need to deal with in order to acquire the limited opportunities 

for political advancement. This in turn motivates them to deliver various level of performance 

to the central leadership in order to improve their promotion chances.  

However, the predicted probability of promotion itself is not enough to explain one’s 

relative career prospects, because promotion frequencies varied across years and positions. 

Even the same levels of promotion probabilities can be interpreted differently, depending on 

the number of promotions occurring in a given year for a given position. Therefore, a base-

line of promotion probabilities should be set up in order to accurately evaluate an official’s 

career prospects relative to their contemporaneous rivals. As the baseline, the prior machine 

learning model estimates the thresholds of promotion, which are susceptible to change in ac-

cordance with years and positions. If an official’s predicted probability of promotion is signif-

icantly higher than the promotion threshold, the model identifies that the official as highly 

likely to be promoted in the following year. If significantly lower, the official is highly likely 

to stay in the current position. 

Depending on the estimated career prospects and the promotion thresholds, the degree 

of endeavor for individual officials to carry out the center’s directives is accordingly varied. 
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To operationalize this concept in the Chinese context, this study categorizes provincial stand-

ing committee members into three groups: careerists, dead-enders, and rising-stars. “Career-

ists” are officials whose career prospects are neither high enough to secure the next promo-

tion nor low enough to be disqualified from the selection process. Their predicted probabili-

ties of promotion approximate the promotion thresholds. Therefore, they face the highest lev-

els of political competition. In order to maximize the promotion probabilities, they are ex-

pected to have strong incentive to pursue the center’s policy priorities.  

On the other hand, subnational officials whose future careers are fairly predictable 

naturally have weaker incentives to accomplish the center’s tasks. Regardless of the level of 

effort they exert, the promotion decisions are already made for these officials, thus reducing 

the role of effort. In the analysis, officials whose career prospects are significantly lower than 

the promotion thresholds are designated as “dead-enders.” Dead-enders are mostly older offi-

cials who are generally blocked from the selection process due to formal criteria, such as age, 

education credentials, and job diversities. This type of official faces retirement in the near fu-

ture. If officials’ career prospects are significantly higher than the promotion threshold, this 

research labels them as “rising-stars.” They are usually young and capable protégés of the 

central leaders. Rising-stars experience less competitive pressure from their peers because 

they have affluent political endowments and their imminent promotions are already secured.  

With the above distinct characteristics, this study investigates the effect of provincial 

leaders’ career incentives on local economic growth in Chinese provinces. Economic growth 

has been the policy priority of the central leadership since the economic reform in the 1980s. 

Some scholars argue that authoritarian regimes such as China can gain implicit political legit-

imacy from the public by generating high economic performance (Desai, Olofsgård, and 

Yousef 2009; Zhao 2009; Zhu 2011). In order to maintain performance legitimacy, the CCP 

leadership has emphasized economic growth by designing a series of promotion institutions 
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that include economic indicators as one of the crucial criteria of political advancement 

(Landry 2008; Whiting 2004). As a result, there are a fair number of journalistic articles 

about “zhengji” (political achievement), a word used to describe Chinese local leaders’ en-

deavors to stimulate local economies in order to gain promotions (Duan and Wang 2006; He 

2004; Wang 2013; Zhang 2015). 

This study argues that provincial leadership in China is likely to generate higher eco-

nomic growth rates when its provincial standing committee is composed of a greater number 

of the “careerists.” The empirical analysis also demonstrates that the proportions of “dead-

enders” and “rising-stars” in the provincial leadership have no effect on the scales of econom-

ic growth in provinces. In addition, this study shows that better economic performance comes 

from the career incentives of a specific group of the rank-and-file provincial standing com-

mittee members, not from those of the top leaders of the province, such as the party secretary 

and the governor. This finding suggests that although party secretaries and governors have the 

greatest formal power in a province, they tend not to be driven by performance competition to 

obtain their promotions, even if they sit on the cusp between promotion and status quo. Prov-

ince-level growth variation is instead driven by provincial elites who oversee major cities and 

economic arenas. If they are careerists, they have both the incentives and the opportunity to 

make a difference to overall provincial growth.  

In addition to enriching the theory of meritocratic selection and economic growth, the 

empirical results of this study have important implications for understanding political selec-

tion institutions in China and in authoritarian regimes in general. Although the extant litera-

ture provides an over-arching explanation for authoritarian policy-making, these broad 

frameworks cannot predict actual policy outcomes because actors in authoritarian systems 

face heterogeneous incentives. Specifically, scholars argue that the relative sizes of the 

selectorates and the winning coalition determine the types of public policies (Besley and 
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Kudamatsu 2008; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2004). However, they fail to account for the pos-

sibility that authoritarian institutions may motivate each member of the winning coalition dif-

ferently. If that is the case, subnational subordinates in authoritarian regimes may respond to 

the incentive structure created by the central authorities in a variety of ways. This research 

attempts to extend the literature on authoritarianism by measuring the degree of agent shirk-

ing in subnational governments and the heterogeneous outcomes of such shirking.  

While the existing literature on Chinese bureaucratic politics tends to focus only on 

promotion-seekers’ behaviors in local politics, this study is also designed to investigate sub-

national agents who do not internalize promotion incentives in their utilities. As Downs (1967) 

suggested long ago, there are largely two types of officials: one type actively seeks promo-

tions, and the other is only concerned with its own security and convenience. In this research, 

provincial leaders whose careers are either dead-end or significantly more promising suffer 

from the lack of incentives to accomplish the center’s goals. How to incentivize such subna-

tional agents to align with the center’s interests is one of the core issues in developing a suc-

cessful decentralization system in China (Blanchard and Shleifer 2001; H. Cai and Treisman 

2006; Landry 2008).  

This study suggests that the uncertainty of officials’ career outcomes, combined with 

the performance-based selection system, is the key element to motivate subnational agents to 

deliver performance to the central leadership. Officials strive to accomplish the center’s ob-

jectives only when they believe that better performance can increase their promotion proba-

bility and alter their expected career outcomes. Therefore, promotion decisions made not by 

performance, but by other unchangeable traits, such as age or political connections, would 

harm subnational official’s career incentives. Ironically, the enforcement of a mandatory re-

tirement age, which was initially designed by the CCP leadership to remove incapable old ca-

dres, may discourage officials to actively engage in generating economic growth (Manion 
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1993). As officials approach the formal retirement age, they gradually lose their incentives to 

acquire political advancement. Promotion decisions based on political patronage may also 

cause procrastination among subnational leaders. The larger effect of political connections on 

promotion decisions, the fewer officials believe in the role of performance. By emphasizing 

career rewards on the basis of performance, the central leadership can better incentivize sub-

national leaders to perform.  

The rest of the dissertation is organized as follows. In the next chapter, I will review 

the extant literature on the theory of meritocratic selection, followed by the theoretical 

framework of this study. By incorporating the suggested theoretical framework with the Chi-

nese political institutions, hypotheses fully reflecting the Chinese context will be presented. 

In Chapter 3, I will show how to measure the level of political competition that each subna-

tional official faces in the promotion tournament. Next, details on machine learning proce-

dures and the construction of individual career incentives will be discussed along with a dis-

cussion of data collecting processes. Then, I will provide a way to aggregate individual career 

incentives into provincial-level collective incentives. In Chapter 5, the constructed provin-

cial-level independent variables, including aggregate provincial level career incentives, will 

be used to explain growth performance across provinces. I also estimate how provincial offi-

cials in various positions impact provincial economic growth if they are career incentivized. 

The conclusion will further discuss the broader implications of my findings for political 

economy and authoritarian politics.  
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2. Career Prospects and Incentives in the Chinese Provincial Leadership 

2-1. Background: Meritocratic Selection and Subnational Performance 

2-1-1. The Theory of Promotion Tournament 

Selecting qualified political leaders is one of the most crucial factors in the political 

economy of development (Acemoglu, Egorov, and Sonin 2010; Besley 2005; Olken and 

Pande 2012). Since the time Weber first differentiated the rational bureaucratic institution 

from the patrimonial selection system, scholars have focused on the meritocratic bureaucracy, 

highlighting performance-based selections and associated long-term career rewards as one of 

the primary mechanisms for economic growth (Evans 1995; Evans and Rauch 1999; Wade 

2004; Weber 1962). In the case of China, scholars also extensively examine the efficiency of 

the Chinese bureaucratic system in terms of economic growth. In particular, the promotion 

incentive structure to motivate subnational officials to develop local economies is often anal-

ogous to a “tournament,” where they compete with each other in order to acquire limited op-

portunities for political advancement (Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; Xu 2011).  

The theory of the promotion tournament requires at least two pre-conditions. First, a 

non-monopolistic and decentralized economic structure should exist across subnational re-

gions. Unlike the Soviet Union where local economies were organized by a unitary and cen-

tralistic governing system, the main organizational form in China has been geography-based 

and self-sufficient, thus each subnational government has multiple economic sectors that 

compete with one another as rival producers of the same goods (Qian and Xu 1993). It is also 

well documented that the Chinese central government has decentralized economic affairs to 

the subnational level in order to stimulate inter-jurisdictional competition since the outset of 

the economic reforms in the early 1980s (Blanchard and Shleifer 2001; Jin, Qian, and 

Weingast 2005; Landry 2008; Weingast 1995). This setting enables the central leadership to 
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have an evaluation tool to examine the relative performance of subnational officials based on 

yardstick competition. 

The second pre-condition is that subnational officials should be controlled by a cen-

tralized personnel management system. In general, regional competitions of the promotion 

tournament is essentially different from that of fiscal federalism, where subnational officials 

are elected by the local public (Epple and Zelenitz 1981; Xu 2011). In the promotion tourna-

ment, regional competition does not occur by providing more public goods to attract residents; 

rather, it occurs through local politicians facing strong career incentives for political ad-

vancement. Therefore, the powerful central leadership should possess dominant authority on 

appointments, promotions, and demotions of subnational agents. Despite the dedicated im-

plementation of economic decentralization in China, the existing literature suggests that the 

Chinese personnel management for subnational officials has maintained centralization 

throughout the reform period (Landry 2008). This centralized cadre management system has 

played a crucial role in invigorating the lower level governments’ incentives to implement the 

higher level governments’ policy preferences (Bo 2002; Cai and Treisman 2006; Huang 

1999).  

Under this economically decentralized and politically centralized system, scholars ar-

gue that the CCP’s meritocratic selection institution, where the central leadership evaluates 

local officials by their performance, is a key dynamic for economic growth in China (Chen, 

Li, and Zhou 2005;  Li and Zhou 2005; Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; Xu 2011). In order to 

empirically identify meritocratic selection in Chinese politics, the major strategy adopted by 

scholars is to examine whether the CCP leadership consistently promotes those who achieved 

better performance than their rivals. Many quantitative and qualitative studies support the ex-

istence of meritocratic selection. For example, Li and Zhou (2005) find that the promotion 

probabilities of provincial leaders increase with their average performance measured in annu-
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al GDP growth rate. Chen, Li, and Zhou (2005) also suggest that the turnover among provin-

cial leaders depends on provincial economic achievement relative to their immediate prede-

cessors. According to Bo (2002), provincial leaders are more likely to be demoted or forced 

into retirement with poor economic performance, whereas greater revenue contribution by a 

province to Beijing leads to the higher chances of promotion for the top leaders of a province. 

In addition to the quantitative findings, there is also a large volume of qualitative lit-

erature on the performance-based promotion scheme in the Chinese political selection pro-

cess. In their analysis of promotion patterns within different governmental hierarchies, these 

scholars have found that the CCP’s cadre evaluation policies enforced by the central organi-

zation department are effective in determining officials’ promotion probabilities (Burns 1989; 

Edin 2003; Zhang 2015). After the implementation of the “New Cadre Management System” 

in the 1980s, local leaders should display to their superiors not only their loyalty to the party, 

but also their economic performance, which was measured by easily quantifiable economic 

indicators, such as GDP growth rates, industrial outputs, and fiscal revenues (Manion, 

Oksenberg, and Harasymiw 1985; O’Brien and Li 1999; Whiting 2004; Zhong 2003). The 

very existence of the scoring system on an official’s policy performance can be seen as evi-

dence that subnational officials in China are motivated to perform well to acquire political 

advancement in the CCP hierarchy. 

However, the theory of promotion tournament has been refuted by many scholars 

mainly due to its theoretical ambiguity for empirical testing. In particular, Shih, Adolph, and 

Liu (2012) extensively summarized the theoretical and empirical drawbacks of the theory of 

promotion tournament. First, the theory is not theoretically fine-grained enough to make a 

causal inference between bureaucratic characteristics and policy outcomes, such as economic 

growth. The direct causality between the two is fundamentally difficult to identify because 

the former is stable over time while the latter is highly time-sensitive. If the meritocratic se-
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lection has existed since the reform and has not changed, how can we infer that policy out-

comes are affected by that bureaucratic feature? Moreover, some subnational entities perform 

better than others, and even within the same entity, policy performance differs at times. In the 

current setting, the theory of promotion tournament cannot explain these subnational varia-

tions in policy outcomes.  

Second, many scholars are also skeptical of the assumption of the meritocratic selec-

tion in authoritarian regimes. Selecting subordinates based on their performance essentially 

assumes that the top Chinese leadership is unified and has sufficient time horizon to consist-

ently motivate subordinates to maximize their performance (McGuire and Olson 1996). In-

centivizing subordinates to produce long-term economic outputs clearly can serve as one of 

the policy goals for authoritarian regimes. However, the literature on authoritarian survival 

suggests that there are many other considerations that the authoritarian rulers needs to take 

into account for regime survival, in addition to the horizontal performance-based selection in-

stitution. Especially in a situation where the authoritarian regime constantly faces internal and 

external threats to its survival, maintaining loyalty by providing short-term economic rents to 

its subordinates may be more beneficial than pursuing long-term economic development for 

the regime stability (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2004; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Magaloni 

and Kricheli 2010). Although there is possibility that the meritocratic criteria influence elite 

promotions, the argument that the meritocratic selection is the major determinant for political 

advancement in China needs an additional analysis to solve the authoritarian dilemma be-

tween loyalty and performance in the selection process. 

The empirical evidence on the theory of promotion tournament also suffers from seri-

ous inconsistency in both qualitative and quantitative studies. Although there is ample quali-

tative literature describing the cadre evaluation system, the existence of evaluation is not suf-

ficient to justify the direct relationship between the meritocratic selection and local economic 
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growth. The causal mechanism on the relationship between two should be supported by sys-

tematic and consistent evidence. In addition, the interviews conducted by various scholars 

draw different conclusions. In the Whiting (2004)’s interviews, the Chinese county officials 

seem to be highly motivated by the newly established evaluation system. On the other hand, 

the interviewees in Hillman (2010) and Landry (2008) research did not agree that the eco-

nomic performance is one of the critical determinants for their political advancement. Rather, 

the economic and quantifiable criteria in the evaluation system are presented as a mere refer-

ence to the promotion consideration. 

As the quantitative evidence on the theory of promotion tournament, the previous 

studies on the provincial leadership in China generally find that provincial economic growth 

tends to increase the promotion probabilities of the two top provincial leaders, such as the 

provincial party secretary and the governor (Chen, Li, and Zhou 2005; Li and Zhou 2005; 

Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000). However, a more comprehensive analysis done by Shih, Adolph, 

and Liu (2012) on the provincial and central high-ranking officials does not find any evidence 

between economic performance and promotion probabilities. In their article, they further crit-

icize the existing identification strategies to analyze the provincial leadership by pointing out 

the poor measurements on promotions and the possibility of selection bias. Moreover, Landry 

(2008) confirms that exceptional economic growth is not systematically correlated with the 

promotion probabilities of the top leaders at the city level neither.  

2-1-2. Correcting the Theory of Promotion Tournament 

The abundant criticism on the theory of promotion tournament suggests that the theo-

ry needs to be improved both theoretically and empirically. However, rather than improving 

the promotion tournament theory, critics on the tournament theory neglects the potential for 

meritocratic selection and instead provides alternative mechanisms for determining promo-

tions. Numerous studies have argued that political patronage and factional afflictions play a 
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decisive role in making promotion decisions while rejected the idea of meritocratic selection 

(Cai and Treisman 2006; Dittmer and Wu 1995; Hillman 2010; Huang 2000; Meyer, Shih, 

and Lee 2016; Nathan 1973; Opper, Nee, and Brehm 2015; Pye 1981; Shih, Adolph, and Liu 

2012; Shih and Lee 2018; Teiwes 1990). For example, Shih, Adolph, and Liu (2012) find that 

the elite rankings in the alternate Central Committee are mainly determined by the members’ 

political connections with the current party secretary general. Moreover, Meyer, Shih, and 

Lee (2016) strengthen the effect of factional politics on promotion decisions by using differ-

ent definitions of forming factions in the Chinese central leadership. Shih and Lee (2018) 

have gone farthest in emphasizing the importance of political connections by finding that the 

followers’ career outcomes are closely related to those of their political patrons. 

The backlash of the excessive emphasis on political connections for promotions re-

sults in the compromise between the meritocratic selection and the patronage-based selection. 

Although there is rich literature that proposes political connection is the major determinant 

for promotion, it is unconvincing to conclude that China’s enormous economic success since 

the reform has been realized with a political model of nepotism and patronage. If the CCP 

leadership operates in this corruptive way, the Chinese public would hardly support the re-

gime and would hardly believe that the government performs well in terms of economic de-

velopment (Chen 2004; Chen and Dickson 2010; Chen and Zhong 2002; Dickinson 2016; 

Whyte 2010). It is also fairly perplexing to explain why local governments would initiate 

numerous infra-structure projects for long-term economic growth if there is no effect of eco-

nomic performance on their cadre evaluations (Oi 1999; Xu 2011).  

In this view, the recent research on the promotion determinants mainly attempts to 

reconcile the selection mechanisms between meritocracy and patronage. Jia, Kudamatsu, and 

Seim (2015) suggest that there is an interaction effect between economic performance and 

political patronage. If officials have political connections with senior central leaders, the offi-
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cials would benefit more from their economic performance. According to Landry, Lü, and 

Duan (2017), the effects of these two mechanisms are heterogeneous depending on the ad-

ministrative levels. They argue that the effect of political connections increases and that of 

performance decreases, as the officials’ administrative levels are higher. Additionally, Choi 

(2012) demonstrates that political patronages only work for provincial party secretaries while 

economic performance influences the promotion probabilities of both party secretaries and 

governors.  

Overall, the current analysis on the existence of meritocratic selection mainly focuses 

on explaining whether the meritocratic selection mechanism is strong enough to overcome 

other considerations, such as political connections, and thus is able to motivate subnational 

officials to engage in political competition based on their performance. The empirical results 

have not reached at consensus on this issue. By setting up economic performance and politi-

cal patronage as two competing elements on political advancement, scholars have completely 

ignored the meritocratic selection mechanism or tried to attach certain conditions for each 

case to evaluate the effectiveness of the meritocratic selection. In consequence, the existing 

debates on the theory of promotion tournament became somewhat disoriented and rampant 

with case-specific arguments.  

If the CCP leadership operates unitary and centralized selection institutions to pro-

mote local subordinates, why is it so challenging to identify the effect of meritocratic selec-

tion on promotion decisions? A problem is that the effect of economic performance on pro-

motions is clear with one subset of local leaders, whereas studies with another subset of the 

group demonstrate that economic performance is only impactful under certain conditions. 

Even with the same dataset, the empirical evidence sometimes indicates totally contradictory 

outcomes based on the model specifications. The effect of economic performance on promo-

tion decisions may differ for each individual official. Furthermore, the combinations of indi-
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vidual characteristics that affect the effect of economic performance also seem to be not insti-

tutionalized and to change all the time. Eventually, it becomes more convincing to claim that 

the mechanism of meritocratic selection should be viewed on a case-by-case basis, and it is 

nearly impossible to differentiate the effect of economic performance from that of other pro-

motion determinants.  

This project argues that the case-specific outcomes for the theory of promotion tour-

nament are mainly stemmed from an inappropriate identification strategy adopted by the pre-

vious research. The current configuration to answer whether economic performance is one of 

the major determinants of political advancement is fundamentally problematic because it 

treats performance indicators as same as other promotion determinants. Performance is essen-

tially not determined by centrally-imposed promotion institutions, but by individual officials’ 

incentives to comply with such institution. However, the previous studies on meritocratic se-

lection consider economic performance as one of the institutionalized factors whose causes 

and effects are decided by the central leadership. This is why the empirical evidence of eco-

nomic performance on promotion decisions falls into case-specific arguments.  

The nature of performance is completely different from those of other formal and in-

formal institutional factors, such as political connections. While other determinants, such as 

age, education level, administrative experiences, and factional affiliations, are fixed and at 

least unchangeable in the short term, performance indicators can rapidly change over time, 

and more importantly, the effect of performance is entirely dependent on individual officials’ 

efforts. Performance indicators represent the outcomes from individual officials’ willingness 

to comply with the center’s objectives. In this sense, performance indicators should be re-

garded as a dependent variable, not as one of the independent variables to explain promotion 

outcomes. The remaining question is rather to explore how to construct an individual-level 

explanatory model that uses performance indicators as outcome variables, which will be cov-
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ered in the next section.  

2-2. Feature 1: Relationship between Career Prospects and Career Incentives 

The existing literature on authoritarian power-sharing is primarily based on the rela-

tionship between dictators and their subordinates. Authoritarianism is frame as a political re-

gime where dictators govern through the use of credible threats in order to exploit their sub-

ordinates by wielding their inability to coordinate against the ruler (Kuran 1991; Tullock 

1987). A fundamental dilemma in such regime, where rulers are self-appointed and in which 

there is no legitimate procedure for substituting them, is that the more power rulers acquire, 

the higher is the probability of being overthrown. If rulers manage subordinates only through 

repression and coercion alone, there is a high possibility for rulers to fail to make a credible 

commitment to their subordinates that they will not harm the subordinates as long as they 

support the rulers. 

By providing governmental spoils for loyalty as well as threatening, authoritarian rul-

ers can show a credible signal to their subnational agents (Wintrobe 2000). While distributing, 

dictators use their subordinates to implement public policies (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2004; 

Magaloni and Kricheli 2010). However, there is a monitoring problem where subordinates 

have an incentive to free-ride or to shirk or to use policies to establish alternative patronage 

system against the regime. The ruling elites in authoritarian regimes often adopt electoral insti-

tutions in order to acquire credible information about the loyalty and the power of their subor-

dinates (Blaydes 2010; Brownlee 2007; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Geddes 2005). Au-

thoritarian regimes distribute to the most loyal members defined by electoral outcomes, and 

residents in localities connected with the loyalists have an incentive to maintain their support 

to the regime (Lust-Okar 2006; Magaloni 2006).  

While the information and monitoring problems need to be solved to secure regime 

stability, authoritarian regimes without electoral institutions also need to have such institution 
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to ensure the loyalty and compliance of subnational officials. Unlike a democratic or semi-

democratic authoritarian system where the future careers of subordinates are also affected by 

the general public through electoral institutions, authoritarian subnational leaders in one party 

regime like China are solely evaluated by their superiors in the bureaucratic hierarchy. The 

central rulers in China have to institute proper bureaucratic career incentives to monitor its 

subnational agents, as Egypt’s one-party regime solved this problem by using a semi-auction 

electoral system (Blaydes 2010).  

Many scholars point out the Chinese bureaucracy characterized as meritocratic selec-

tion as a key factor to make the Chinese subnational officials credible to the central leader-

ship. Clearly designated career rewards on performance led the subnational subjects to en-

gage in so-called ‘jurisdiction yardstick competition’ where the subordinates competed to 

achieve the center’s goals, such as economic development (Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; 

Montinola, Qian, and Weingast 1995; Qian and Weingast 1997; Qian and Xu 1993). Addi-

tionally, the central leadership frequently rotated subnational officials through promotions 

and transfers in order to reduce the risk of local capture and competition for rents within the 

regions (Bo 2002; Huang 1995; Landry 2008). By providing proper career rewards on per-

formance and controlling political mobility, the Chinese personal management system gave 

subnational officials a clear incentive to follow the center’s directives.  

There is well-developed literature on how these career incentives would hold agents 

accountable to their principals. Holmström (1999) presents a formal model to describe that 

career incentives increase the efficiency of managerial behaviors under incomplete infor-

mation of labor market. In the same vein, Dewatripont, Jewitt, and Tirole (1999) also propose 

that in order to maximize one’s chance to be hired in the relevant labor market, an agent ex-

erts efforts to be promoted without other incentives. This line of scholarship can be applied to 

the Chinese officials whose career advancement is based on their performance. Also, the per-
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formance evaluation is done by their superiors who have incomplete information about sub-

ordinates. These characteristics resemble those of relevant labor market (Guo 2009).  

Surprisingly, the theory of meritocratic selection and career incentives as well as the 

Weberian model of rational bureaucracy presumes that subnational agents are uniformly in-

fluenced by the career incentives created by the central leadership. However, bureaucratic in-

centives are not exclusively formed under the rule of meritocratic promotions. There are nu-

merous other formal and informal institutions that affect individual officials’ future careers. 

Depending on their own evaluations on their own career prospects, which are shaped by a va-

riety of institutional contexts, individual officials may have different levels of bureaucratic 

incentives to comply with the center’s directives. For example, in the early 1980s, the CCP 

implemented a mandatory retirement plan that forced old cadres to retire once they reached 

certain age limits (Manion 1993). If officials approach the formal retirement age, the officials 

are naturally sheltered from future political competition and expend smaller effort for their 

future career. On the other hand, it is intuitive to assume that relatively young officials are 

vigorously competing with each other in order to attain the limited access to higher offices in 

the hierarchy. As they perceive that their contemporaneous rivals are competent and qualified, 

these young officials are expected to strive to accomplish the center’s objectives. 

In order to maintain the accountability of subnational officials to the central leader-

ship, the Chinese leadership successfully has instituted a proper personnel management sys-

tem and constantly restructured it in the face of the new social and economic dynamics in the 

post-Mao era. When the economic reform started in the late 1970s, the CCP leadership began 

to train young and competent subordinates to replace old revolutionaries whose knowledge 

and abilities became obsolete for the new era. A series of reforms on the personnel manage-

ment were implemented to improve bureaucratic efficiency while maintaining center’s per-

sonnel controls on local officials. For example, objective qualifications, such as age, educa-
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tion level, and administrative experiences act as strong requirements for local officials’ career 

advancement (Edin 2003; Kostka and Yu 2015; Kou and Tsai 2014; Landry 2003; Whiting 

2004). This rule-based selection institution is originally designed to select capable and com-

petent candidates for high-ranking officials, but this system also gives local subordinates a 

significant incentive to predict their own career prospects.  

Moreover, a group of scholars also suggests that the effect of political patronage on 

the selection process in China has remained intact throughout the post-Mao era (Cai and 

Treisman 2006; Dittmer and Wu 1995; Hillman 2010; Huang 2000; Meyer, Shih, and Lee 

2016; Nathan 2003; Opper, Nee, and Brehm 2015; Shih 2008; Shih and Lee 2018; Teiwes 

2001). In addition to identifying capable officials, authoritarian rulers also make career deci-

sions for their subordinates based on loyalty, which is mainly generated through political 

connections (Landry, Lu, and Duan 2017; Magaloni and Kricheli 2010; Svolik 2012; 

Wintrobe 2000). Although the informal patronage connection between the central leadership 

and their local followers is not easily identifiable by outsiders, subnational officials in China 

well recognize their political affiliations. Especially in a non-democratic regime where career 

decisions are exclusively determined by superiors, local officials can make predictions on 

their career outcomes based on their political connections with the central leadership. 

These two formal and informal institutional elements, characterized as the official re-

quirements and the political connections, play crucial roles in shaping individual officials’ ca-

reer prospects. Any rational subordinates in the system would be able to predict their imme-

diate career prospects based on these factors. Furthermore, the more vivid and straightfor-

ward criteria the central rulers used in selection decisions, the easier individual officials can 

predict their own career prospects. However, in the previous studies on authoritarianism, bu-

reaucratic politics, and Chinese political institution, there are few attempts to examine how 

much the expected career prospects influence an individual official’s career incentives, the 
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levels of effort that the official is willing to exert in order to achieve the center’s policy pri-

orities in exchange for potential promotions. 

It is striking that the strategic responsiveness to career incentives in the case of bu-

reaucrats has been less articulated than in the case of politicians or corporate managers. The 

literature on strategic behaviors among U.S. politicians suggests that politicians have differ-

ent levels of incentives to run in the next election according to winning prospects (Jacobson 

1989; Jacobson and Kernell 1983). The literature on the incumbency effect in U.S. House 

elections also proposes that potential opponents are not willing to run before the seat becomes 

empty due to the difficulties of competing against powerful incumbents (Abramowitz 1975; 

Fiorina 1977; Mann and Wolfinger 1980). In managerial economics, it is well established that 

corporate executives have heterogeneous incentives on their future career destinations, de-

pending on their ages or previous performance (Chevalier, Judith and Ellison 1999; Gibbons 

and Murphy 1992). Because of the need to differentiate assigned bureaucrats from elected 

politicians, scholarly work on bureaucrats mostly tend to focus on categorizing bureaucrats in 

accordance with their tasks or professions (Alesina and Tabellini 2007; Maskin and Tirole 

2004; Morris 2001). 

Similar to politicians in democratic societies and executive managers of companies, 

officials in non-democratic systems may also strategically choose how much they respond to 

the central government’s policy priorities depending on their career prospects. The extant lit-

erature on authoritarian politics also tends to ignore the fact that subnational agents in author-

itarian regimes face heterogeneous incentives when it comes to implementing public policies. 

Specifically, scholars argue that the relative sizes of the selectorates and the winning coalition 

determine the types of public policies (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2004). However, they fail to 

account for the possibility that authoritarian institutions may motivate each member of the 

winning coalition differently. If that is the case, subnational agents in authoritarian regimes 
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may respond to the incentive structure created by the central authorities in a variety of ways. 

This study is designed to extend the literature on authoritarian agency by measuring the de-

gree of subnational agents’ compliance or shirking to the central authoritarian institutions and 

by examining heterogeneous outcomes of such actions.  

This research explores the dynamic and strategic changes of bureaucratic career in-

centives within an individual bureaucrat’s career path and presents a way of measuring these 

individual-level prospects. Depending on an official’s career prospects that are collectively 

formed by the formal and informal determinants of political advancement, the official choos-

es the levels of career incentives, the policy efforts that the official is willing to exert in order 

to attain the next promotion. However, the relationship between career prospects and career 

incentives may not be linear and monotonic. Some officials who are unlikely to be promoted 

may not need to consider what the central leadership directives are, while those who still have 

a chance to be promoted are willing to accomplish the center’s tasks. On the other hand, it is 

also possible that some officials whose career prospects are significantly more promising than 

those of their contemporaneous rivals have fewer incentives to deliver performance because 

their immediate promotions are already guaranteed.  

In this section, the details on the determinants of career advancement in the Chinese 

political system are first presented. The CCP personnel management institution has experi-

enced a series of reconstruction and streamlining during the post-Mao era. There are many 

formal and informal factors that potentially affect official’s career prospects. The historical 

changes of the major factors for promotion are thoroughly described along with theoretical 

evidence for such factors. Next, the categorization scheme for Chinese officials, which fully 

reflect the non-monotonic relationship between career prospects and career incentives, is ex-

amined. Based on their career prospects, this study divides the Chinese subnational leaders 

into three groups: dead-enders, careerists, and rising-stars. Finally, the section will explain 



28 

how different types of officials have different incentives for their career outcomes.  

2-2-1. Shaping Career Prospects of Chinese Officials 

In the post Mao era, the CCP personnel management institution has evolved from vir-

tuocracy, which rewards those who exemplify the moral virtues of the socialist movement, to 

meritocracy, which rewards professional and intellectual knowledge (Burns 1994; Lieberthal 

2004; Manion, Oksenberg, and Harasymiw 1985; Oksenberg 2001; Shirk 2010). Departing 

from the Cultural Revolution where the extreme virtuocracy led to radical and destructive po-

litical activism, the CCP leadership reformed the social and political system to gradually 

move away from moral assessments of a person, to focus on objective qualifications, such as 

age, education levels, and professional competency. In an enlarged politburo meeting in 1980, 

Deng Xiaoping’s proposal of the “four principles” on cadre selection criteria emphasized 

“more revolutionary, younger, better educated, and more professionalized” candidates. Since 

then, the “four principles” has been considered to be the core guideline of the CCP personnel 

management system. The CCP leadership imprinted the concepts in the Party Constitution in 

1982, and implemented major modifications on the criteria for cadre training, appointment, 

and promotion (CCP 1979, 1980, 1982).  

Each concept of the “four principles” is specified in the dictionary of party building 

published by the People’s Daily, an official newspaper of the CCP (People’s Daily 2018). 

First, “revolutionary” is a legacy of virtuocracy, and indicates a cadre’s political and ideolog-

ical reliability. A cadre should support Marxism, and adhere to the basic principles and lines 

of the party. Moreover, a cadre should maintain honesty, diligence, and impartiality, and ex-

press selfless dedication to the mass. Although abstract, this ideal is the first requirement for 

the cadre selection. The dictionary points out that without a strong revolutionary mind, a ca-

dre cannot even be considered for leadership positions. Second, “younger” literally refers to 

cadres younger in age. Replacing relatively older cadres with the younger is expected to re-
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sult in the improvement of quality and efficiency in party organizations, although the mecha-

nism seems vague. The dictionary merely mentions that the younger have stronger energy, 

physique, competency, and vitality. Third, a CCP cadre should equip a firm understanding of 

Marxism, culture, and science. As such, the selection of knowledgeable cadres with high lev-

els of education is critical to strengthen the party’s overall effectiveness. Fourth, “profession-

alism” is also required in cadres aiming for the leadership position. The CCP leadership 

shows its interest in a cadre who has accumulated professional experiences in practice and 

has shown potential to become proficient in the cadre’s own profession.  

The “four principles” has always served as the core rationale for the party’s recruit-

ment and appointment. A more revolutionary, younger, educated, and professionalized cadre 

is more likely to be promoted to a high-ranking position. By the late 1990s, It is reported that 

most of the 720,000 cadres in leadership positions at the county level or above had been re-

placed by young, knowledgeable, and professional officials (He 2004). Since the 1980s, the 

age of officials has served as the most influential determinant of political advancement. In 

addition to Deng Xiaoping’s emphasis of younger cadres on appointments and promotions, 

the installation of a mandatory cadre retirement system in the early 1980s also made age one 

of the most crucial factors in the promotion tournament (Manion 1993). Through a series of 

party’s regulations on personnel selections and promotions, top county leaders were forced to 

retire at the age of 55, and only cadres below the age of 45 can be on the reserve list for lead-

ing positions above the county levels (Zhong 2003). Moreover, the central organization de-

partment specifically confirms this point by announcing “the main body of chief party and 

government leaders at the county level should be around the age of 45” (People’s Daily 2006). 

Therefore, local leaders at the county level in their early 40s try their hardest to be promoted 

before they become too old to be eligible for higher positions within a few years. By their 

early 50s, county level officials can expect to end their political careers at the county level.  
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Although not strictly promulgated, this also seems to be true for the provincial level, 

the highest level of local administrations. The mandatory retirement rule was gradually 

adopted in the case of the provincial level. According to Shih and Lee (2017), the last provin-

cial party secretary who was over 65 was Yue Qifeng, the party secretary of Heilongjiang, 

and he retired in July 1997 at age 66. Since then, the only provincial party secretaries older 

than 65 were provincial party secretaries with the politburo membership. The party secretar-

ies of Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, post-1997 Chongqing, Guangdong, and occasionally Xin-

jiang provincial-level administrations were one-level higher (i.e. vice national level) than 

other provincial party secretaries (i.e. provincial level) in the CCP nomenklatura (Miller 2008; 

Shih and Lee 2018). The retirement age for such leaders is 67, although there is no official 

restriction. In the case of governor, Chen Andong, the former governor of Shaanxi, retired at 

66 in May 2002 (Shih and Lee 2017).  

This age limit, combined with the minimum three year requirement to stay in one 

place, explicitly discourages Chinese local officials to pursue career advancement once their 

age surpasses certain thresholds (Liu 2014; Pan 2013; Wu and Lansdowne 2013; Xi, Yao, and 

Zhang 2015). In the case of the provincial level leadership, the age maximum threshold is 

practically around age 62 above which provincial leaders would not expect further career ad-

vancement because the official retirement age for the provincial-level officials is age 65. 

Numerous studies on political mobility in China have empirically confirmed that top leaders 

at provincial level party and government are more likely to be promoted to the center or an-

other province if they are younger and the age is below 62 (Landry, Lu, and Duan 2017; Li 

and Zhou 2005; Persson and Zhuravskaya 2015).  

Additionally, scholars also find that education levels have played a prominent role in 

determining political advancement for Chinese local officials, as Deng Xiaoping continuous-

ly emphasized since the early 1980s (Cui 2003; Kostka and Yu 2015; Landry 2008; Shih, 
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Shan, and Liu 2010; Walder 2006; Walder, Li, and Treiman 2000; Yao 2016). Kostka and Yu 

(2015) and Landry (2008) suggest that that low levels of education credentials decrease offi-

cial’s promotion chances at the county level and the prefecture level respectively. Moreover, 

Walder, Li, and Treiman (2000) find  that a college graduate on average has 2.4 times great-

er chance of becoming an elite cadre than a high school graduate. In another study, Walder 

(2006) argues that, by 1990, a party member with only a high school education was four 

times less likely to be selected as a cadre than a member with a college degree.   

Professionalism is often linked with officials’ administrative experiences. The previ-

ous work experiences in a variety of party, military, and government positions at the central 

and local departments are positively correlated with Chinese officials’ promotion chances. 

Scholars generally agree that the number of administrative experiences, especially from local 

leadership, core central party, or economic management positions, has a significant effect on 

political advancement (Li 2000; Nathan 2003; Shih and Lee 2018; Teiwes 2001). Specifically, 

the CCP central leadership often dispatches capable and young officials to train them to be-

come the next national leaders. According to Edin (2003) and Huang (1996, 2002), local 

leaders assigned from central departments have higher possibility of rotating back to central 

organs. My field interviews with cadres from a provincial organization department confirm 

that the career prospects of the centrally-assigned officials are substantially more promising 

than those of cadres transferred from other provinces. Scholars also point out that experiences 

at the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) also affect official’s long-term career paths 

(Kiselycznyk and Saunders 2010; Shambaugh 2002; Wang and Minzner 2015). More recently, 

a growing literature on Chinese politics starts to focus on the effect of the Communist Youth 

League (CYL) working experiences on promotion probabilities (Li 2002; Miller 2011).  

The tenure length of current position for Chinese officials is also one of the crucial 

determinants for political advancement. As a Leninist party, CCP leadership at every level is 
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formed after a party congress at that level convened, typically once every five years. In theory, 

Chinese leaders are elected to serve a party position at the beginning year of each party con-

gress. Once the full five-year length term ends, most of the leaders likely will be promoted, 

transferred, or be retired from the assigned party position, except for the special cases where 

cadres have to work in the same position for a long time because of security issues, such as 

party leadership positions in politically-sensitive autonomous regions, such as Tibet or Xin-

jiang. However, in practice, most of Chinese local officials do not serve the full five year ten-

ure term. According to Shih and Lee (2017), the average tenure year for provincial standing 

committee members is only 3.7 years from 1980 to 2016. Many scholars have advocated that 

the length of tenure years has a significant impact on promotion probability (Chen, Li, and 

Zhou 2005; Guo 2009; Kou and Tsai 2014; Landry 2008). 

Even if not statistically identified, a large literature also implies that there is systemat-

ic discrimination toward woman and ethnic minority in the Chinese political system. Many 

articles suggest that the CCP’s gender equality is at most official rhetoric and political partic-

ipation of female party members is seriously limited (Hsiung 2001; Moser 2001; Rosen 1995; 

Su 2006; Zhang 1993). By conducing cross-provincial analysis, Su (2006) argues that female 

provincial leaders are less likely to occupy prestigious positions than their male counterparts. 

She further suggests that the effect of being female leaders is varied depending on political 

institutions, socio-economic conditions, and cultural background of the province. There is al-

so consistent evidence indicating that ethnic minorities face more difficulties entering more 

powerful positions of the party or government organizations (Dillon 2016; Fan 2016; Li 2008; 

Saich 2010; Sautman 1998). According to Shih and Lee (2017), only 6 percent of the provin-

cial standing committees, the highest-ranking leadership of provinces, are occupied by female 

leaders, and 11 percent by ethnic minorities.  

Moreover, whether officials were born in the currently working province also possibly 
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affects promotion prospects. It is well established that the Chinese central leadership put 

enormous effort to prevent local leaders from forming alternative patronage channels with lo-

cal publics by rotating high-ranking local officials across multiple provinces (Blanchard and 

Shleifer 2001; Bo 2004; Huang 2002; Landry 2008; Liu 2010; Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; 

Zhang and Gao 2008). The former director of the central organization department, Lu Feng, 

explicitly mentioned in 1991 that one of the principal rationales to rotate officials at the cen-

tral departments to local positions is dissolving local networks of connections (Huang 1999). 

Edin (2003) also describes that the CCP central leadership adopts the rotating scheme in or-

der to enhance local officials’ identification with the center instead of being close with the lo-

cal community. In fact, several scholars find that native provincial leaders have different mo-

tivations when distributing resources within their jurisdictions (Huang 1999; Jiang and Zhang 

2015; Persson and Zhuravskaya 2015). Since it is relatively unchallenging for native local 

leaders to construct their connections throughout the working regions, the native provincial 

leaders are expected to have less chance to become provincial highest-ranking officials. Ac-

cording to Shih and Lee (2017), since 2002, native leaders accounts for over 35 percent of the 

entire provincial standing committee members. However, only 6 percent of provincial party 

secretaries, the highest ranking officials of provinces, were born in their working province.  

Numerous studies on political patronage and factional politics in CCP leadership sug-

gest that political connections have a significant effect on promotion decisions for Chinese 

officials (Cai and Treisman 2006; Dittmer and Wu 1995; Hillman 2010; Huang 2000; Meyer, 

Shih, and Lee 2016; Nathan 1973; Opper, Nee, and Brehm 2015; Pye 1981; Shih, Adolph, 

and Liu 2012; Shih and Lee 2018; Teiwes 1990). Among them, several scholars provide some 

hints to measure political connections between central patrons and local followers. According 

to Shih, Adolph, and Liu (2012), political connections are measured by whether Chinese offi-

cials have shared birthplace, workplace, or university experiences with the current or previ-
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ous party secretary generals. By focusing on the work ties, Meyer, Shih, and Lee (2016) use 

four different combinations of factional affiliations, ranging from board ties to restrictive 

work ties. Keller (2016) proposes that work ties between two officials should exist only when 

a follower had experienced promotion when the follower was working under the patron in the 

same administrative unit. Unlike the previous research on the measurements of factional ties 

that utilizes political connections only with the party secretary general, Shih and Lee (2018) 

and Opper, Nee, and Brehm (2015) expand the definition of political patrons to the level of 

the politburo standing committee members, one level lower than that of the party secretary 

general. They demonstrate that political connections with the politburo standing committee 

members also play an indispensable role in promotion decisions for the central officials.  

As extensively examined in Section 2-1, many scholars have pointed out that eco-

nomic performance is also one of the main determinants of political advancement. Since the 

reforms in the late 1970s, economic growth has always been a key policy priority, and CCP 

promulgated a number of decrees and guidelines that emphasized economic performance in 

cadre promotions and rotations of the party-state officials (Central Committee 1995; Central 

Organization Department 1979, 1988). The installation of the “New Cadre Management Sys-

tem” suggests that quantifiable and easily measurable economic indicators, such as GDP 

growth rate, industrial outputs, and fiscal revenues, are also incorporated in evaluating offi-

cials’ promotion probability (O’Brien and Li 1999; Whiting 2004; Zhong 2003). Scholarly 

research confirms the party’s emphasis on economic achievements of local officials at various 

administrative levels (Bo 1996; Chen, Li, and Zhou 2005; Li and Zhou 2005). However, the 

nature of these performance indicators in terms of shaping Chinese officials’ career prospects 

has to be re-examined, as we looked through in the previous section.  

2-2-2. Categorization of Chinese Officials by Career Prospects  

In the previous section, this study explores possible candidates for promotion determi-
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nants. Numerous formal and informal determinants collectively constitute officials’ career 

prospects. Depending on the level of career prospects, Chinese officials decide the level of 

policy efforts that they are willing to exert to achieve the center’s policy priorities in order to 

obtain political advancement. As shown in Figure 2-1, this research divides subnational offi-

cials largely into three groups depending on their career prospects and the related career in-

centives: dead-enders, careerist, and rising-stars. Each type of official is expected to have 

heterogeneous degrees of career incentives, and therefore they will behave differently when it 

comes to implementing public policies. Basically, this study suggests an inverse U relation-

ship between career prospects and career incentives.  

 
Type Prospect Incentive 

Dead-ender Low Low 

Careerist Medium High 

Rising-star High Medium 

 

Figure 2-1: Relationship Between Career Prospects and Career Incentives 

 

The first group is labeled as “dead-enders” because the future career of this type is 

about to be dead-ended. Dead-enders are subnational officials who are often discouraged by 

the formal qualifications in the selection process. For example, a series of personnel man-

agement reforms have been institutionalized to bring younger and better-educated leaders into 

leadership positions (Deng 1980). Moreover, a mandatory cadre retirement system that 

requires officials over 65 to retire has been installed at all levels since the early 1980s 

(Manion 1993). This age limit, combined with the minimum three-year requirement to stay in 
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one place, explicitly discourages Chinese subnational leaders to compete for promotions once 

their age surpasses 62 (Pan 2013; Xi, Yao, and Zhang 2015; Zhong 2003). In this case, it is 

highly unlikely for subnational officials aged over 62 to be promoted to the next higher level. 

Regardless of the level of effort they exert, they are more likely to be retried once the official 

term is over. It is quite manifest that the career incentives of these older and less-qualified 

subnational officials are weaker than those of young and well-educated officials.  

However, simply judging from age to identify dead-enders is not accurate because 

these objective criteria are not strictly institutionalized for most of the cases. We can still ob-

serve a fair number of provincial-level officials above age 65 in every layer of local organiza-

tions. For example, since 1994, 56 provincial standing committee members were still in pow-

er past the age of 66 (Shih and Lee 2017). The existence of these exceptions comes from the 

unique characteristics of Chinese policy-making styles. Chinese policy implementation is of-

ten characterized as the guerrilla-style in which local governments enjoy some level of au-

tonomy on the details of policy operationalization (Heilmann and Perry 2011). Depending on 

other credentials, such as education level, party experience, and, most influentially, political 

connections with the central top leaders, it is possible that a relatively old local official can 

also be highly motivated to seek promotion. Moreover, local officials with the same age may 

have different career incentives depending on the other credentials. In order to decide wheth-

er a local leader is truly career-incentivized, a concrete measurement of career prospects for 

each individual official is required. 

There has been little scholarly attention to this type of local official with poor career 

prospects whose career paths are blocked by age, education credentials, and other formal 

qualifications. Unlike the labor market where agents cope with a fully competitive environ-

ment with little job security, government bureaucracy is still extremely rigid especially in 

terms of removal of agents. In particular, autocrats cannot just dismiss their subordinates un-
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less they severely undermine political stability in the region. In order to prevent possible anti-

regime rebels, dictators need to commit to not abusing their loyal subordinates (Boix and 

Svolik 2013; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Magaloni 2008; Wintrobe 2000). As long as the 

subordinates remain loyal, dictators would like to keep their commitment to the subordinates 

and do not simply remove them from access-to-power positions. Consequently, in China, 

there are still numerous local officials that are ruled out from the promotion tournament, but 

still have some amount of authority on implementing local economic and public policies. It is 

a reasonable assumption that dead-enders have the least career incentives because they are al-

ready disqualified from the political competitions shaped by the promotion tournament, re-

gardless of the levels of efforts they exert on their performance. 

Another group of local officials is composed of local leaders with high career pro-

spects. These officials are labeled as “rising-stars” in the analysis. They are subnational offi-

cials satisfying almost all the formal and informal qualifications for career advancement. Ris-

ing-stars are young, capable, and well-educated officials who are mostly assigned from the 

central organizations. Rotating potential central leaders among provinces is one of the elite 

training strategies adopted by the CCP leadership (Bo 2010; Edin 2003; Huang 2002; Landry 

2003; Teiwes 2001). Dispatching these leaders to localities not only helps them accumulate 

various administrative experiences but is also designed to monitor local governments to en-

sure that local leaderships implement the center’s policy priorities. Moreover, the CCP lead-

ership has tried to rotate these capable officials among localities in order to diffuse successful 

reform experiences of one region to another (Chien and Zhao 2007; Xu 2011).  

Therefore, rising-stars tend to have diverse work experiences at the central and local 

levels and are often protégés of powerful national leaders. Li Keqiang was a prime example 

of such upwardly mobile local cadres when he served in Henan in 2002. He was the youngest 

governor in China at the time, had a doctoral degree in economics, had served as the Party 
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Secretary for the Communist Youth League, and had held positions in several provinces. 

Through these experiences, he was politically connected with the central top leadership in-

cluding the Party Secretary General at the time, Hu Jintao. It is well observed that most of the 

central CCP leaders have similar credentials and career trajectories (Teiwes 2001). Hu Jintao 

was first sent down to Guizhou in 1985 by the order of Hu Yaobang, then-Party Secretary-

General. Xi Jinping also piled up his ample provincial experiences by rotating through many 

provinces, including Hebei, Fujian, Zhejiang, and Shanghai (Shih and Lee 2017). 

The group of the centrally-groomed political stars is also expected to be less respon-

sive to career incentives because their chances of being promoted are already high enough to 

obtain the immediate promotion. Regardless of their performance outcomes, it is fairly pre-

dictable that rising-stars will be transferred or promoted to more promising positions. Their 

levels of political competition in the promotion tournament are, therefore, slightly lower than 

those of most of the officials, but still higher than those of dead-enders because they need to 

compete with other rising-stars in the long run. Moreover, rising-stars are expected to act like 

a conserver because the political stakes are too high. They are officials who are promising 

and destined to become high-ranking national leaders. Therefore, rising-stars are cautious in 

implementing economic policies because “great leap” style economic policies may increase 

the chance of being charged with corruption.  

The co-existence of dual economic systems during the transition period and the result-

ing institutional ambiguities create a number of grey areas involved in economic projects 

(McNally 2011; Sun 2004). Although officials do not commit economic crimes, such as graft, 

bribe, fraud, and embezzlement, which are obviously illegal, they are still vulnerable to 

charges of corruption. Sometimes, culturally accepted ‘normal’ practices such as nepotism 

and favoritism in the process of investment projects can be seen as abuses of power (He 

2000). This grey corruption can be used by political opponents to attack the rival faction. In 
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particular, minor claims on corruption can ruin an official’s career. In the 1980s, there was 

some level of leniency on punishing corruptive behaviors. However, the punishment has been 

intensified since the 1990s. According to an interview with an anonymous official in the Cen-

tral Commission for Discipline and Inspection (CCDI), a minor warning from the CCDI, 

even one that does not result in demotion or arrest, can halt one’s promotion path. Thus, 

promising Rising-stars may not want to risk themselves by promoting massive investment 

projects for local economic growth.  

Officials who have the strongest career incentives are the leaders between dead-enders 

and rising-stars. In this study, this type of leader is labeled as “careerists.” The career pro-

spects of careerists are not too low such that objective qualifications such as age or education 

disqualify them, but at the same time, their career prospects are not as high as those of rising-

stars who already have secured a good chance for the next promotion. Careerists may have 

some weaknesses in their profiles. For example, they might be older than their cohorts, not 

have work experience in central organs, or not be firmly connected with the top central lead-

ership. If an official’s expected career prospects are not tremendously high and not too low to 

cause disqualification, the leader is expected to be highly motivated to make an effort to be-

come a candidate for political advancement.  

As Figure 2-1 describes, careerists’ career prospects are located on the verge of the 

promotion threshold. Therefore, in the promotion tournament, careerists need to compete 

with each other to acquire limited promotion opportunities. Most of the factors that might af-

fect their promotion probabilities, such as age, education level, administrative experiences, 

and political patronage, are already fixed and unchangeable in the short term. Their perfor-

mance is the only stochastic and changeable component that can alter the promotion out-

comes. Depending on the levels of efforts on performance, some of them are able to get pro-

motions while others are not. Therefore, they strive to impress their superiors by generating 
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high economic growth in their jurisdictions. Careerists are often seen as risk-takers because 

they are sometimes willing to ruthlessly promote high investment even by engaging in illegal 

activities.  

Bo Xilai in Dalian between 1992 and 2000 is an exemplar of a careerist. Reuters re-

ported that although there was no direct evidence of any public financial links between Bo 

and his business allies, his business allies won a series of government contracts as he was 

successively promoted to the higher position (Hornby 2012). The Bo’s scandal debunked the 

notion that he was a rising star due to his princeling status. In fact, he needed to show off his 

ability in order to obtain a promotion to the provincial-level entities. For example, Bo’s career 

prospects, as the party secretary of Dalian municipality, were not as strong as his princeling 

rival, Xi Jinping in the early 2000s. Despite the fact that Bo was two year older than Xi, Bo’s 

political position was a sub-provincial level, while Xi’s position, as the governor of Fujian, is 

one-level higher than that of Bo. Thus, his massive investment projects can be seen as effort 

to outperform his rivals. His high-risk behaviors finally led to his expulsion from the party for 

corruption. 

The Bo Xilai scandal perfectly fits this study’s prediction that careerists have a 

stronger incentive to engage in more investment projects, despite the higher chance of being 

caught by corruption. Other low-prospect or high-prospect provincial party secretaries did not 

actively promote massive investment as Bo Xilai did. Outsiders know about the Bo Xilai case 

in details because he was a high profile official and was arrested in the end. However, the ex-

amples of the “investment-hunger” in Chinese localities are not rare. As titled by “zhengji 

gongcheng” (Political Achievement Projects), there are a fair amount of journalistic articles 

about local leader’s excessive interests in promoting investment. These articles reported that 

local politicians only focus on searching for investment opportunities in urban districts, in-

stead of providing public goods and services (Duan and Wang 2006; He 2004; Wang 2013; 
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Zhang 2015). 

2-3. Feature 2: Collective Decision-making Institution in Chinese Provinces  

Previous work measures local leadership’s compliance with the center by recording 

whether the supreme leader of a province, the party secretary or the governor of the province, 

has a connection with the province she governs through birthplace or workplaces (Donaldson 

2011; Persson and Zhuravskaya 2015; Zhao and Zhang 1999). However, analyzing a local 

government from a single leader’s career background creates a tendency to ignore political 

dynamics in the collective leadership. Policymaking at the provincial level is not monolithic 

and not conveyed top-down from the highest-ranking official of the province, but instead is 

based on consensus (Baum 1992; Mcgregor 2010; Miller 2011; Shirk 1993). Instead of exam-

ining one or two supreme leaders, this research explores the collective nature of the decision-

making process by analyzing the full list of the Standing Members of the Provincial-level 

Committees (SMPC, also referred to as the provincial standing committee members).  

In China, it is commonly accepted that SMPCs have distinct domains for which they 

are responsible (Huang 2000; Lieberthal 2004; Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988; Pye 1981). 

Although not every policy decision is made by consensus, it is plausible to assume that every 

provincial leader in the provincial standing committee has some level of authority in allocat-

ing government resources. In this setting, provincial leadership reaches a consensus by 

logrolling the agendas among the leaders. Logrolling enables individuals to express finer de-

mands by allowing them to have various preferences over different issues (Buchanan and 

Tullock 1962; Miller 1977; Riker and Brams 1973; Tullock 1970). Therefore, through 

logrolling on implementing public policies, even the weakest member of the provincial stand-

ing committee can potentially influence resource allocation in the jurisdiction. Although 

mostly confined to the central level, many scholars have shown evidence of logrolling deci-

sion-making in the collective leadership in China (Baum 1992; Fewsmith 1996; Gilli, Li, and 
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Qian 2016; Lieberthal and Lampton 1992; Shirk 1993, 2013, 2014).  

In this sense, analyzing the entire membership of the provincial standing committee is 

essential to precisely examine policy outcomes of provincial governments. However, most of 

the existing literature on provincial leadership proceeds to testing hypotheses only with the 

characteristics of one or two top leaders of provinces, such as provincial party secretaries and 

governors (Bo 2002; Choi 2012; Huang 1999; Li and Zhou 2005; Persson and Zhuravskaya 

2015). This is mainly due to data limitations. From 1980 to 2015, the average number of 

SMPC in a province for a year ranges from 10 to 15. Combined with 31 provinces, there have 

been roughly over 13,000 SMPC positions for 35 years. Collecting biographical and career 

data for this massive number of provincial leaders needs substantial time and energy. This re-

search stands out as one of the very first projects that utilize the full list of the provincial 

standing committee. Information about the database can be found in Appendix 2. This sec-

tion is designed to provide background information of SMPC by describing institutional de-

tails on the compositions and the decision-making processes of the provincial standing com-

mittee.  

2-3-1. The Standing Members of the Provincial Party Committee (SMPC) 

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is a Leninist party, which is organized on the 

basis of democratic centralism, one of the core organizational concepts of the Marxism-

Leninism (CCP 1982, General Program: the Party Constitution, hereafter PC). In the demo-

cratic centralism, which espouses “freedom of discussion and unity of action,” the decisions 

made by the highest authority through democratic procedures have absolute power upon all 

members of the party (Lenin 1906). The relationship between the central committee and the 

politburo standing committee describes the concept well. According to the Party Constitution, 

the central committee is theoretically the highest decision-making body of the CCP. For prac-

tical and organization purposes, the central committee “democratically” elects the politburo 
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standing committee, and the decision-making authority is “centralized” in the latter. Once a 

decision is made by the democratically-elected highest organ of authority (i.e. the politburo 

standing committee), it is irreversible and binds all the lower ranking institutions. Party or-

ganizations at each administrative level in China are also formed in accordance with the de-

mocratic centralism, and are obligated to execute the decisions and the resolutions of the 

higher ranking party organizations. 

The CCP’s provincial leadership resembles its central leadership. Like its central 

counterparts (i.e. the central committee and the politburo standing committee), the provincial 

party committee also establishes its leadership group, called the provincial standing commit-

tee, where a group of the top-ranks of party and government organization makes a variety of 

important decisions for the corresponding and lower-rank party committees. The configura-

tions of the provincial standing committee - such as who will be appointed, who has a re-

sponsibility for a certain domain, and which position is eligible to join - are essentially di-

rected by the central leadership (i.e. the politburo standing committee). By revising the com-

positions of the provincial standing committee, the CCP central leadership was able to adjust 

its local institutions to execute the center’s policies and plans.  

The provincial standing committee is an elected sub-committee meant to handle day-

to-day provincial affairs when its parent organization, the provincial party committee, is not 

in session (Article 27: PC). In theory, the provincial party committee is the highest authority 

of the province. Therefore, the provincial standing committee must regularly report to the 

provincial party committee, who supervises and evaluates the work reports (Article 27: PC). 

But, in practice, the provincial standing committee is able to wield de facto highest decision-

making authority, according to the democratic centralism, which implies that decisions made 

by a democratically elected authority have unchallengeable power upon all members below. 

The decisions made by the provincial standing committee are carried out effectively without a 
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review process, and may even occasionally overturn resolutions previously made by the pro-

vincial party committee. 

Table 2-1: List of Concurrent Positions Held by Standing Members of Provincial Committee 

Type1 Abb. Provincial Position Chinese 

PS PS Party Secretary  省委书记 

VPS GOV Governor 省长 

VPS VPS Vice Party Secretary 省委副书记 

F.SC EGOV Executive Vice governor 常务副省长 

F.SC DIC Secretary of Discipline Inspection Commission 省纪委书记 

F.SC PLC Secretary of Political and Legal Affairs Commission  省委政法委书记 

F.SC OR Director of Organization Department 省委组织部部长 

F.SC PR Director of Propaganda Department 省委宣传部部长 

F.SC SG Secretariat-General 省委秘书长 

F.SC CPS Secretary of Provincial Capital 省会城市书记 

F.SC SPS2 Secretary of Sub-provincial Municipality 副省级城市书记 

F.SC MR Military Representative (Political Commissar or Commander) 省军区政委或司令员 

F.SC UF3 Director of United Front Department 省委统战部部长 

P.SC VGOV Vice Governor 常委副省长 

P.SC FTU Chairman of the Federation of Trade Unions 省总工会主席 

P.SC EDU Secretary of Education Commission 省委教育工委书记 

P.SC SEC Director of Public Security Department 省公安厅厅长 

P.SC MEM Secretary of Main Economic Municipality 经济主体城市委书记 

*Note: This categorization is valid as of 2016. 1 PS: party secretary; VPS: vice party secretary; F.SC: Fixed or-

dinary standing committee member; P.SC: Possible ordinary standing committee member. 2 Sub-provincial Mu-

nicipality refers to sub-provincial divisions except for the sub-provincial level provincial capital (i.e. Shenzhen, 

Xiamen, Ningbo, Qingdao, Dalian, Pre-1997 Chongqing, Binhai New District, Pudong New District, Liangjiang 

New District, and Yili Autonomous Prefecture). 3 Since 2007, Director of United Front Department has effec-

tively become F.SC, but the official announcement was made in 2015.  

 

In principle, the Standing Members of the Provincial Party Committee (SMPC) are 

first “democratically” elected by the provincial party committee during the plenary session, 

and later, the results are reported to the central party committee for approval (Article 27: PC). 

However, in practice, the appointments of the SMPC are essentially pre-determined by the 

“centralized” decisions of the politburo standing committee (i.e. the highest authority of the 

CCP) through the central organization department. Article 13 of the Party Constitution and 

Article 8 in the “Regulations Governing Local Party Committee (hereafter, LC)” mention that 

the next highest party organization (i.e. the politburo standing committee) has the authority to 

appoint, transfer, and dismiss the SMPC at will, when the plenary of the corresponding party 
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committee is not in session (CCP 2016). The only limitation to such directives is that the next 

highest party organization cannot change more than half of the SMPC for a session (Article 8: 

LC). Moreover, according to the inner-party regulations promulgated by the central organiza-

tion department, the SMPC are assigned as “Centrally Managed Cadres,” meaning that per-

sonnel management with regard to the SMPC is under the direct control of the central organi-

zation department (CCP 1984, 1990, 2008). It is reported that at least one deputy director of 

the central organization department is dispatched to the plenary session of a province in order 

to supervise and manage the nomination processes of the SMPC (Cai 2014). 

As shown in Table 2-1, the SMPC are composed of the top-ranking leaders of the 

provincial-level organizations. Historically, the number of SMPC ranges between 10 and 15, 

although it varies across times and regions. It was not until 2016 that the central leadership 

first designated an exact number for the SMPC, which is now between 11 and 13 for the pro-

vincial-level committee (Article 8: LC 2016). There are largely three groups in the SMPC: 

Party Secretary (PS), Vice Party Secretary (VPS), and Ordinary Standing Committee Mem-

bers (SC). The ranks of the SMPC are contingent upon the protocol sequence. Party secretary, 

the provincial party chief, is ranked first. Then, among the multiple vice party secretaries, the 

governor (governor hereafter, although the name of the position depends on each provincial-

level division: governor in provinces, mayor in directly-administrated municipalities, and 

chairman in autonomous regions), who is also the first-ranked vice party secretary, is ranked 

second. Next, executive vice party secretary, also called the full-time vice party secretary af-

ter 2006, is ranked third, followed by other ordinary vice party secretaries. 

The remaining members are ordinary standing committee members. Most are the de-

partment heads of the important party or government organizations in the province. Among 

the ordinary standing committee members, there are permanent positions whose office hold-

ers always have seats in the provincial standing committee. Executive Vice Governor 
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(EGOV), Secretary of Discipline Inspection Commission (DIC), Secretary of Political and 

Legal Affairs Commission (PLC), Director of Organization Department (OR), Director of 

Propaganda Department (PR), Secretariat-General (SG), Secretary of Provincial Capital 

(CPS), Secretary of Sub-provincial Municipality (SPS), and Military Representatives (MR), 

are constantly selected as SMPC throughout the post-Mao period.  

According to the LC, the provincial standing committee can also appoint additional 

members when necessary with the approval of the central party committee. Although the 

portfolio of the additional members has frequently changed over time, the second or third-

ranked Vice Governor (VGOV), Director of United Front Department (UF), Chairman of the 

Federation of Trade Unions (FTU), Secretary of Education Commission (EDU), Director of 

Public Security (SEC), and Secretary of Main Economic Municipality (MEM) are often cho-

sen to the additional SMPC positions. In 2016, 36 municipal-level party secretaries had the 

provincial standing committee membership as the secretary of main economic municipality 

(e.g. Beihai, Datong, Luoyang, Qinhuangdao, Sanya, Suzhou, Tongliao, Wenzhou, Yan’an, 

Yanbian, Zunyi, etc.). 

The ranking rule among the ordinary standing committee members is not stringently 

institutionalized, and the ranks are not determined by the office they hold. Outsiders can only 

make assumptions about the ranks by the order of precedence at the standing committee 

meetings. But, it is more challenging to identify the exact hierarchy of the provincial leader-

ship than its central counterpart, because the provincial meetings are less exposed to the pub-

lic media. In general, it is reported that the ranks of the ordinary standing committee Mem-

bers are decided on the basis of seniority in the provincial standing committee. The members 

who have advanced to the SMPC earlier tend to occupy higher ranks in the committee. If 

multiple members become the SMPC at the same time (which occurs frequently), the one 

promoted to the sub-provincial level first is placed in the higher position at the provincial 
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standing committee meetings (Chu 2014a). 

In addition to the seniority rule, there are a few exceptions on the ranking conventions. 

While not strictly imposed, the Secretary of Discipline Inspection Commission (DIC) is his-

torically ranked fourth in many provinces. Moreover, if a member is directly transferred from 

the central departments, the member is more likely to have a higher rank than those promoted 

internally. Although the order of precedence exists, the ranks among the ordinary standing 

committee members do not necessarily reflect the actual authority held by the members. Re-

gardless of the rank, each member is able to exert a significant influence on the issues related 

to the member’s professional specialty (Chu 2014b, 2015). For example, the military repre-

sentative is entitled to preside over the standing committee meeting when discussing the pro-

vincial military affairs. 

The provincial standing committee exercises the functions and powers of the provin-

cial party committee. The Party Constitution only states that the provincial standing commit-

tee is formed to manage day-to-day provincial works (Article 27: PC). The day-to-day pro-

vincial works are defined in Article 7 of the LC: other than convening the plenary session of 

the provincial party committee, the provincial standing committee should carry out the direc-

tives of the central party committee and the resolutions of the provincial standing committee 

on virtually every aspect of the provincial affairs. Specifically, the provincial standing com-

mittee is responsible for the province’s economic and social development, propaganda and 

ideological controls, inner-party organizational and disciplinary works, mass organization di-

rections, social and political unification, law enforcement, and cadre personnel managements. 

The detailed list of the activities managed by the provincial standing committee can be found 

in the “Reports on the Work of the Provincial Standing Committee,” which is an annual man-

datory work report to its parent organization (i.e. the provincial party congress) in accordance 

with the Party Constitution. In the reports, the provincial standing committee of each prov-
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ince addresses a multitude of subjects, such as economic policies (i.e. investment manage-

ment, land acquisition, real estate, urban planning, taxation, etc.), social programs (i.e. ine-

quality alleviation, pension and healthcare building, education and culture spending, etc.), 

and political decisions (i.e. selections, appointments, training, promotions, and demotions of 

the lower ranking officials).  

Regarding the decision-making processes, the SMPC must collectively fulfill the re-

sponsibilities, while individual members conduct independent roles (Article 10: PC). First, 

collective decisions should be made through democratic procedures. The LC specifies the 

rules by which decisions are made (Chapter4, Section2: the 1996 LC; Chapter 5: the 2016 

LC). For general issues, at least half of the SMPC should attend the meeting, while two-thirds 

of the SMPC are needed for discussion on personnel matters. Decisions are made when half 

of the participants agree upon the issue by means of verbal agreement, a show of hands, or 

secret or disclosed ballots. Second, the provincial standing committee should handle the pro-

vincial affairs based on the division of work. In the provincial standing committee meetings, 

each position has its own domain of work, and is obligated to actively lead discussions on the 

assigned responsibilities. Other SMPC are not to interfere with the domain of another SMPC 

(Article 10: the 1996 LC; Article 11: the 2016 LC).  

However, the actual operating mechanisms in the SMPC meetings are still black-

boxed. The methods by which the meetings secure equal rights of the lower-ranking attendees 

on decisions remain obscure, especially when there is no veto-power or check and balance 

against the higher-ranking leaders in the provincial standing committee. While there are few 

discourses on the actual decision-making processes of the provincial standing committee, the 

politburo experience implies the dominance of the highest-ranking member during the stand-

ing committee meetings. According to Hu Qiaomu, a retired politburo member, the politbu-

ro’s decisions are made not by vote, but by consensus through collective discussions. In the 
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politburo meeting, the general secretary (i.e. the highest-ranking member in the politburo) 

sets the agenda, and presides over the discussions. The opinion of the general secretary is the 

most influential, and the consensus is normally generated in favor of the general secretary, 

unless there is a strong opposition from a member in charge of the issue-at-hand (Miller 

2003). 

In fact, the “Provisional Regulations Governing Local Party Committee” dispropor-

tionally grants great authority to the provincial party secretary, the highest-ranking member in 

the provincial standing committee (CCP 1996). In Article 12, one of the SMPC’s responsibili-

ties is assisting the party secretary’s works and accepting the party secretary’s supervision 

and investigation without a question. Additionally, the party secretary is entitled to hold a 

special meeting whenever necessary (Article 25: the 1996 LC). Although the party secretary-

led meeting is designed to improve agility and flexibility of the provincial leadership in the 

face of an emergency, the meeting tends to be overused, and increasingly over-represent the 

authority of the party secretary. Therefore, in the latest version of the “Regulations Governing 

Local Party Committee,” a new clause was inserted in Article 25, stating that the decisions of 

the party secretary-led special meeting are not allowed to replace those of the provincial party 

committee (CCP 2016). 

2-3-2. Historical Changes of the SMPC Composition from 1980 to 2016 

The data is retrieved from the CCP Elite Provincial Database that contains demo-

graphical and career information of the 2608 Standing Members of Provincial-level Commit-

tees (SMPC) from 1976 to 2017 (Shih and Lee 2017). Figure 2-2 describes the number of 

SMPC from 1980 to 2016. Note that the numbers are calculated on the basis of the three 

month rule (Shih and Lee 2017). Only provincial officials holding a standing committee 

membership between April and September of the year are counted in. If an SMPC loses the 

membership due to promotion or retirement, before April (e.g. January, February, and March) 



50 

or after September (e.g. October, November, and December), the SMPC does not appear in 

the analysis. Therefore, it is also possible that the number of SMPC is not static across prov-

inces and years, as some positions may be double-counted because of political mobility. For 

example, if a sub-provincial level official is promoted to director of the provincial organiza-

tion department between April and September, the analysis includes both the preceding and 

the succeeding appointees as the director of the department. It is also worth pointing out that 

Hainan and Chongqing joined the provincial-level division in 1988 and 1997 respectively.  

 
 

Figure 2-2: Composition of the SMPC from 1980 to 2016 

 

From 1980 to 2016, the average number of SMPC in a province is 13. The number is 

slightly higher before 1983 at 15, and lower between 1983 and 1992 at 10. Since the for-

mation of a new civilian leadership led by Jiang Zemin in 1992, the average number of 

SMPC per province has been stabilized to be between 12 and 13. Regarding the number of 

each SMPC position, there have been only one Party Secretary (PS) and one Governor (GOV) 

in a province throughout the period. The numbers of the Vice Party Secretary (VPS) and the 

Ordinary Standing Committee Members (SC) vary over time, as the CCP implemented a se-

ries of personnel institutional reforms on the provincial leadership during the post-Mao era. 

In Figure 2-2, the number of VPS per province is between 7 and 8 from 1980 to 1982, and 

between 3 and 5 from 1983 to 2006. After 2007, the number is fixed to 2 (one Governor and 
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one Full-time VPS). The number of the SC per province is between 7 and 8 from 1980 to 

2006. As the number of the VPS decreased to 2 in 2007, the average number of the SC con-

sequently increased to 10 members to maintain the total number of the SMPC.  

There have been two major institutional changes in the composition of SMPC. One is 

the 1982 reform and the other is the 2007 reform, as Figure 2-2 illustrates. First, at the 12th 

national party congress in 1982, the CCP leadership conducted extensive reforms on provin-

cial-level institutions. Along with the massive turnover of provincial leaders, the provincial 

personnel and administrative bodies also underwent structural reconfigurations to downsize 

and streamline the provincial party and government organizations (Forster 1984). Thus, the 

CCP leadership reduced the number of the provincial standing committee membership, and 

abolished the previous personnel management system, which classified provincial party lead-

ers into 5 positions (i.e. first-rank secretary, second-rank secretary, third-rank secretary, secre-

tary, and vice secretary). In Article 27 of the 1982 Party Constitution, the central leadership 

inserted a statement that local standing committees consist of Party Secretary (PS), Vice Party 

Secretary (VPS), and Ordinary Standing Committee Members (SC) (CCP 1982). Note that in 

this chapter, VPS prior to 1982 includes every secretary, except for the First-rank secretary, 

which is equivalent to the current party secretary. In 1985, the central leadership specified the 

number of the provincial Vice Party Secretary. Article 10 of the “Provincial Decisions on 

Several Issues on Local Party Committees” dictates that the number of the provincial VPS 

must be between three and five (CCP 1985). 

Second, the fourth plenary session of the 16th national party congress in 2004 ratified 

the reduction of the provincial vice party secretary in order to effectively realize the “Collec-

tive Leadership” by assigning more responsibilities to the ordinary standing committee mem-

bers (CCP 2004). As a follow-up, the central committee distributed a regulation (CCP 2006) 

in 2006, where the central party leadership reduced the number of the SMPC (14-15 for Xi-
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zang, Qinghai, and Xinjiang; 11-13 for the other provincial-level divisions), and Vice Party 

Secretary (two VPS: one Governor and one Full-time VPS). Since April 2006, each province 

has gradually adopted the “One PS and two VPS” system, as the next provincial party con-

gress convened. Hubei was the first province to have decreased the number of VPS to two in 

June 2006, while Hunan was the first official province to have elected two VPS at the new 

party congress in November 2006. Shandong was the last province to have adopted the sys-

tem in June 2007, and Neimengu was the last autonomous region to have implemented the 

system in April 2008. As a result, all Provincial-level Party Committees employed the two 

VPS system by 2008, with the exceptions of Xizang, and Xinjiang which were allowed to 

maintain the four VPS due to the idiosyncratic characteristics of the two autonomous regions 

(e.g. Commanders of Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps hold the VPS membership) 

(Jing 2014). The CCP leadership officially finalized the number of the provincial VPS as two 

in the new version of “Regulations Governing Local Party Committee” in 2016 (CCP 2016).   

 
 

Figure 2-3: VPS Double Appointments 

 

In 2006, the central leadership exchanged the title of Executive Vice Party Secretary 

(EVPS) with the title of “Full-time Vice Party Secretary,” who was mainly tasked with inner-

party affairs, such as enhancement of the party organization’s coherence, ideological and po-

litical education to cadres, and supervision and oversight of the provincial party school (Li 
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2014). But prior to 2006, the provincial standing committee was allowed to set up four or five 

Vice Party Secretaries (VPS). The VPS could hold other positions in the provincial party or 

government organizations, depending on policy priorities of the province. Figure 2-3 outlines 

the positions that the VPS jointly held. Note that the figure also incorporates the transition pe-

riods when transferring between two positions (i.e. a promotion usually requires an overlap 

between two positions wherein the person of interest gradually transfers from one position to 

the next). Occasionally, an SMPC may temporarily hold the previous position for hand-over 

purposes, even after a promotion or a transfer of the cadre is announced. Moreover, prior to 

retirement, the SMPC is generally assigned to the “Second-line,” (i.e. the provincial people’s 

congress, or the provincial people’s political consultative conference) in advance to exiting 

from the provincial standing committee.  

Historically, the vice governor primarily holds the largest share of the VPS double ap-

pointments. It is crucial for the SMPC to work close with the provincial government, since 

the provincial standing committee also determines a variety of social and economic matters, 

as well as internal party affairs. In order for the party leaders to exert influence on govern-

ment departments, many of the provincial standing committees granted the vice governor 

memberships to the VPS. Particularly, after Deng Xiaoping emphasized the facilitation of 

economic development to cope with the pervasive conservatism in the early 1990s, the Pro-

vincial Standing Committee set their policy priority on building “Socialist Market Economy,” 

which required a rapid growth of the private economy of the region (Naughton 2007). To this 

end, increasing numbers of vice governors (who is primarily in charge of economic affairs) 

were assigned to the VPS, who are able to employ greater authority in decision-making pro-

cesses. The same strategy was used and maintained in the late 1990s to stabilize China’s 

overheated economy. In contrast to the economic growth promotion of the early 1990s, the 

central government now desired to control the growth, and directed the provincial leadership 
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to curb indiscreet investments in local economies (Huang 1999).  

The Full-time Vice Party Secretary (FVPS) position was first established in 2006, and 

the party stated in early 2007 that the main task of the FVPS is to assist the Party Secretary 

(PS) in party organizations, and to handle the Party Secretary assigned responsibilities (CCP 

2007). At first, the FVPS generally did not jointly hold other standing committee positions. 

Instead, the FVPS was mostly appointed to insignificant positions, such as the provincial par-

ty school, the provincial administrative institute, provincial leading small groups, and tempo-

rary cooperative offices (Li 2013). But, there were growing concerns that the role of the 

FVPS in the provincial standing committee was becoming opaque. Without de-facto authority 

in party functions (i.e. organization, discipline and inspection, and propaganda), the FVPS 

was reckoned as merely a nominal position. Despite clarification needs, the CCP leadership 

left the responsibility of the FVPS vague by stating that different regions have different char-

acteristics (Qian 2011). From early 2008, the provincial standing committees began to assign 

secondary positions to the FVPS. In 2009, six FVPS had additional positions in the provincial 

standing committees, and the number was increased to twelve in 2012.  

Unlike the VPS management institution, the composition of the Ordinary Standing 

Committee Members (SC) has been relatively stable during the post-Mao era, as Figure 2-4 

illustrates the proportion of the SC in the provincial standing committee. The Secretaries of 

the Discipline and Inspection Commissions (DIC), the Political and Legal Affairs Commis-

sions (PLC), the Provincial Capital (CPS), and the Sub-Provincial-level Municipality (SPS), 

the Directors of Secretariat (SG), Organization Department (OR), and Propaganda Depart-

ment (PS), the Military Representatives from the Provincial Military Base (MR), and lastly, 

Vice Governors (VGOV) are the nine fixed and ex-officio provincial standing committee 

members. The ETC category includes the additional standing committee members, whose 

membership varies across times and regions. For instance, there are the Director of the United 
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Front Department (UF), the Director of the Federation of Trade Unions (FTU), the Secretary 

of Education Commission (EDU), the Director of Public Security (SEC), the Secretary of Ag-

ricultural and Industrial Committee (AIC), the Party Secretaries of the Main Economic Mu-

nicipalities (MEM), etc. Moreover, if a SMPC’s profession is unidentifiable because of the 

data limitation, the SMPC is categorized as the “Unknown” group in the analysis (roughly 3 

percent of the total observations). Mostly, old cadres in the 1980s are distributed in the “Un-

known” category, because the career information of the old cadres is relatively difficult to 

find. Occasionally, the SMPC in the 1980s and of the autonomous regions (especially Xizang 

and Xinjiang) have provincial standing committee membership without holding any office. 

This type of the leaders is also included in the “Unknown” category.  

 
 

Figure 2-4: Proportion of the SC in the SMPC from 1980 to 2016 

 

Figure 2-5 demonstrates the trends of the number of each fixed position in the SC by 

years. Note that the joint appointments both between VPS and SC and between SC and SC 

are not included in the left graph, but included in the right graph in Figure 2-5. With the ex-

ceptions of DIC, MR, and VGOV (which are highlighted with the bold lines), the number of 

each fixed position increased over time, as the SC position became gradually institutionalized. 

It was not until the 14th national congress in 1992 that the SC positions were selected on the 

basis of individual work domains. For example, in the 1980s, not every director of the organ-
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ization or propaganda departments was in the provincial standing committees. Only 70-80 

percent of the current fixed SC positions were endowed with SC membership before 1992. 

Instead, department heads of diverse party organizations were able to enter the provincial 

standing committee, as indicated Figure 2-4 by the large proportions of the ETC category 

prior to 1992.  

Without these joint appointments, the occurrence of DIC Secretaries plummeted be-

tween 2002 and 2007 because the DIC positions were also jointly appointed as VPS, as de-

scribed in Figure 2-3. In the right graph, the trend of the DIC position is also similar to that 

of other SC positions. The other two positions with the bold lines (i.e. MR and VGOV) are 

relatively independent from VPS authority. Military Representative (MR: the category in-

cludes all military-related positions before 1983) frequency was higher than that of other po-

sitions in the early 1980s in the left graph, but the frequency was significantly decreased 

when the central leadership implemented reforms on the cadre management system in 1983. 

The MR still maintains relatively higher numbers than other positions throughout the period 

because the military position in the provincial standing committee enjoyed a high level of in-

dependence from the civilian leadership. Of note, the MR position has never been jointly held 

by VPS or other standing committee members, and vice versa. Furthermore, the average ten-

ure year of the MR is shorter than that of other SMPCs. the higher replacement ratio increas-

es the probability of double-counts, and in turn higher occurrences in the analysis. 

The Executive Vice Governor (EGOV) has a permanent position in the provincial 

standing committee. In addition, the second-ranked or third-ranked vice governor is also eli-

gible to become an SMPC. Thus, the total number of the vice governor is generally higher 

than other SC positions in Figure 2-5. In China, governor manages and oversees the provin-

cial government at large, and vice governors operate in independent work domains in the 

government. Each vice governor leads a specific domain of the government departments. 
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Overall, the EGOV is in charge of the core areas, including reform management, construction, 

finance, and taxation. Other provincial affairs led by vice governors are political legal affairs, 

commerce and trade, technology and education, agriculture and rural development, transpor-

tation, ethnicity and religions, and government secretariats (Su 2016). With the exception of 

the EGOV (who is always the first-ranked vice governor), the rankings of the remaining vice 

governors vary, depending on policy priorities of the province. In general, political legal af-

fairs, commerce and trade, and government secretariats occupy relatively higher rankings 

across provinces (Jin 2017).  

 
     Without Joint Appointment                   With Joint Appointment   

 

Figure 2-5: The Trends of the Fixed SC Positions from 1980 to 2016 

 

China is a party-state system, in which the party governs all other governmental and 

societal institutions. Thus, the greater numbers of vice governor’s appointments in the pro-

vincial standing committees implies that the provincial leadership places greater emphasis on 

civilian controls thought its government, than on internal party management. The CCP’s vice 

governor controls in the provincial standing committees are particularly related to its eco-

nomic strategies. Economic growth has been a primary target of the party leadership in the 

Post-Mao era. The trends of the vice governors in Figure 2-5 suggest that the numbers of the 

vice governors in the provincial standing committees are highly correlated with the party’s 
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emphasis on economic development. When the party needs rapid economic growth, the num-

bers of the vice governors in the provincial standing committees are also increased. In con-

trast, when the central leadership requires to streamline local organizations, or to improve lo-

cal economic stability, the numbers of the vice governors in the provincial standing commit-

tees are accordingly decreased. 

 
 

Figure 2-6: The Trend of Vice Governors W/WO Joint Appointments 

 

Figure 2-6 describes the CCP’s vice governor controls in the provincial standing 

committees. The red line is the average number of the vice governors per province, which al-

so includes the joint appointments of the vice governors to VPS or other SC members, while 

the blue line excludes the joint appointments. The grey bars indicate the difference between 

the red line and the blue line (i.e. the average numbers of the joint appointments of the vice 

governors per province). In the early 1980s, the recovery from the destructive Cultural Revo-

lution led party and government organizations to become redundant and over-staffed, as abol-

ished ministries and agencies were restored, and large numbers of the expelled and disgraced 

cadres were rehabilitated. The provincial leadership was also unorganized, and a systematic 

leadership selection institution did not exist (Christensen, Dong, and Martin 2008).  

In Figure 2-6, the average number of vice governors per province was 2.4 from 1980 

to 1982. Note that the big differences between the red line and the blue line in the early 1980s 
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were mainly resulted from the peculiar personnel management system. Before the 1982 insti-

tutional reform, the formation of provincial standing committee was not based on “profes-

sions,” but on “seniority,” which divided Secretaries into five ranks (i.e. first-rank secretary, 

second-rank secretary, third-rank secretary, secretary, and vice secretary). All the secretaries 

(with the exception of first-rank secretary, the supreme leader of the province) are coded as 

vice party secretaries in the analysis, although most of the pre-1983 Secretaries are actually 

ranked lower than the post-1983 vice party secretaries. Due to the five-rank secretary system, 

many vice governors also acquired the secretary membership. Thus, it is challenging to iden-

tify the precise numbers of the vice governor’s joint appointments before 1983, because the 

analysis tends to over-count the vice party secretary membership.  

In 1982, the CCP leadership led by Deng Xiaoping started to downsize and streamline 

the bloated and overlapping party and government organizations in order to successfully im-

plement the economic reform and open-door policy. Accordingly, the average number of vice 

governors in the provincial standing committees was sharply decreased from 2.5 in 1982 to 

1.4 in 1983. The number maintained at 1.3 on average until 1988. In 1987, the 13th national 

congress led by Zhao Ziyang administration realized that the party’s excessive interference 

with the governmental affairs was one of the major obstacles to deepen the economic reforms. 

The CCP leadership initiated a new round of the institutional reform that attempted to detach 

the party’s influence from the government under the slogan of “the party rules the party” 

(Ngok and Zhu 2007). As a result, the average number of vice governors in the provincial 

standing committees was further dropped to 0.8 in 1989. Due to the two rounds of the admin-

istrative reconstruction, the number of vice governor was only 1.2 on average during the pe-

riod between 1983 and 1992. In addition, the average number of the conjoined appointments 

of the vice governors during the same period was relatively low, meaning that the vice gover-

nor positions in the provincial standing committees became full-time and professionalized.  
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In the aftermath of Tiananmen incident in 1989, the CCP leadership began to slow 

down the marketization process, and the 13th national congress’s proposal on the separation 

of the party from the government was instantly reversed (Fewsmith 2008). Due to the ram-

pant conservatism on economic reforms in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, the number of 

the vice governors maintained only at 1.2 in 1991. The trend was changed after the Deng 

Xiaoping’s Southern Inspection Tour in 1992, where he supported the reformist idea of the 

further economic reforms. The 14th national party congress in 1992 swiftly resolved to accel-

erate the economic reform whose main objective was to fundamentally alter the state-

business relationship. Rather than merely downsizing the government agencies, the CCP 

leadership deeply transformed the functions of the government by delinking the state-owned 

enterprises from the direct controls of the government. To this end, the provincial leadership 

also recruited large numbers of vice governors into the provincial standing committees in the 

following year, which resulted in approximately two vice governors per province.  

With the aim of strengthening the macro-controls of the central leadership on local 

economies, the Jiang Zemin-Zhu Rongji administration in 1997 further streamlined the cen-

tral bureaucracy by reducing the number of ministries by one-half, but by increasing the 

number of bureaus, which were directly administrated by the central government (K. Yang 

2007). During the period between 1997 and 2002, the total numbers of vice governors in the 

provincial standing committees maintained at 1.8. However, the composition of the vice gov-

ernors in the provincial standing committees was dismantled from the previous pattern. The 

joint appointments of the vice governors to other positions were noticeably increased during 

the 15th national congress period (1997-2002). Almost one of two vice governors jointly held 

other VPS/SC positions during the period.  

The average number of vice governors was decreased from 1.8 in 2002 to 1.1 in 2003, 

after the new administration led by Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao launched an administrative re-
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form in order to enhance the center’s hierarchical controls on local governments. The 2003 

institutional reform was primarily targeted to fine-tune the bureaucratic coherence between 

the central and local governments, rather than just to downscale the over-sized governments. 

By emphasizing the central regulatory bodies to supervise local financial and industrial insti-

tutions, and by increasingly utilizing the regional representatives of the central bureaus, the 

CCP leadership began to curb the self-indulgent local governments (Wang 2010). As a result, 

the numbers of vice governors in the provincial standing committees continued to be as low 

as 1.2 during the 16th national congress (2002-2007).  

In order to cope with the economic recession induced by the 2007 global financial cri-

sis, the Chinese governments implemented the expansionary fiscal and monetary policies. 

The central government financed over 4 trillion Yuan’s direct grants and interest rate subsi-

dies, and the provincial governments also initiated their own stimulus packages, which were 

amount of 18 trillion Yuan (Yu 2010). In order to mitigate the impact of the global crisis and 

operate the massive amounts of the fiscal packages, the provincial leadership needed to as-

sign a greater number of vice governors in the provincial standing committee. Therefore, the 

number of the vice governors in the provincial standing committee per province was signifi-

cantly increased to 1.8 in 2007, and the numbers maintained throughout the 17th national 

congress (2007-2012). Moreover, the core organizational principles of the 17th national con-

gress were simplicity and efficiency of party and government agencies (Dong, Christensen, 

and Painter 2010). These principles were also applied to the “one PS and two VPS” system 

that contributed to the professionalization of the vice governors in the provincial standing 

committees. As the number of the VPS (who were generally conjoined with the vice governor 

position) was reduced, the average number of the vice governor’s joint appointments per 

province was also cut in half from 0.3 in 2007 to 0.15 in 2008, and maintained the level until 

today.   
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Figure 2-7: Composition of the Possible SC from 1980 to 2016 

 

The “Regulations Organizing Provincial Party Committee” (Hereafter, the Regulation) 

allows the provincial party congress to institute additional standing committee members 

when necessary with the permission of the central committee (CCP 1996). As in Figure 2-7, 

the Regulation designates the list of the possible SC positions, although the list varies over 

time. Historically, there have been the Director of the United Front Department (UF), the Di-

rector of the Federation of Trade Unions (FTU), the Secretary of Education Commission 

(EDU), the Director of Public Security (SEC), the Secretary of Agricultural and Industrial 

Committee (AIC), and the Party Secretary of the Main Economic Municipality (MEM). In 

addition to the possible SC positions, the Regulation also provides some level of autonomy to 

the provincial leadership regarding the selection of the SMPC by stating that the provincial 

standing committee can appoint a person in charge of the department that the province estab-

lished for special purposes.  

The appointment of the additional SC members is one of the key strategies for the 

central authority to influence the provincial leadership in order to achieve the center’s objec-

tives. In accordance to the central committee’s decisions and resolutions, the compositions of 

the possible SC members in the provincial standing committees are correspondingly modified. 

Figure 2-7 illustrates the historical compositions of the possible SC members from 1980 to 
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2016. Note that the joint appointments of the vice party secretaries and other fixed SC mem-

bers are not included in the analysis. For instance, if an SMPC holds a fixed SC position and 

a possible SC position simultaneously, the analysis only considers the fixed SC position of 

the SMPC. Also note that the party secretaries of the MEM, the directors of the province-

assigned departments, and the unidentifiable positions are included in the ETC category. The 

additional SC members constituted a relatively high proportion of the provincial standing 

committee during the 1980s (over 40 percent of the provincial standing committee members), 

because the provincial leadership was not fully professionalized on the basis of individual bu-

reaucratic specialties, such as organization, propaganda, discipline and inspection, security, 

and economy (S. Cui 2007). The proportion of the additional SC members was decreased to 

approximately 10 percent in the early 1990s, and maintained the similar level until today if 

the UF director is excluded, which virtually became a fixed SC position from 2012.  

 
 

Figure 2-8: The Trends of the Possible SC Positions from 1980 to 2016 

 

Among the possible SC members, the Director of the United Front Department (UF), 

whose official purpose is uniting different political and social groups, is the most prevalent 

position, consisting of 15 percent of the total additional SC members and 61 percent of the 

total possible SC members. After 2002 when Hu Jintao administration introduced the “Social-

ist Harmonious Society,” which stresses the overall societal balance and harmony, the UF has 
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had an increasing number of appearances in the SMPC, despite the fact that there are no offi-

cial requirements for such action. Figure 2-8 describes the trends of all possible SC members 

from 1980 to 2016. In the graph, 12 provinces had an UF in the provincial standing commit-

tee in 2003, 21 provinces in 2007, and since 2012, nearly every province (29 provinces) has 

established an SMPC position for the UF. Yet, it is not until 2016 that the central leadership 

promulgated the “Provisional Regulations Governing the United Front Work,” where Article 

9 mandates that the UF at each level is generally entitled to attain the standing committee 

membership at the corresponding party committee (CCP 2015). 

The Director of the Federation of the Trade Unions (FTU) is also one of the most 

commonly chosen positions in the provincial standing committee. The provincial FTU is a 

regional branch of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, the sole trade union in China. 

The FTU was most frequently selected as a SMPC, especially during the Hu Jintao-Wen Jia-

bao administration from 2002 to 2012. The logic of the FTU selection into the provincial 

standing committee was analogous to that of the UF selection. Under the slogan of the “So-

cialist Harmonious Society,” the CCP leadership focused on the role of the FTU to mitigate 

social and economic unrest by improving worker’s rights (Bai 2011). In the 14th and 15th na-

tional congress (1992-2002), only four provinces, such as Beijing, Neimenggu, Liaoning, and 

Hubei, installed an SMPC position for the FTU. The number of the provinces became more 

than doubled to 10, during the 16th and 17th national congress (2002-2012), before the number 

was dropped again to 4 in the 18th national congress in 2012. Historically, Liaoning accounts 

for the highest portion (18 percent of the total FTU counts in SMPC), followed by Beijing 

(12 percent), Hubei (10 percent), and Sichuan (10 percent).  

Other possible SC positions, such as Secretary of Agricultural and Industrial Commit-

tee (AIC), Director of the Public Security Department (SEC), and Secretary of the Education 

Commission (EDU) occupy the similar proportions of the total number of the possible SC po-
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sitions (7 percent, 6 percent, and 5 percent, respectively), although their flourishing timings 

are different from each other. The AIC appeared most frequently in the early 1980s, when the 

Chinese leadership had implemented the extensive reforms on agricultural and rural area 

since the late 1970s. Roughly ten provinces had the AIC in their standing committees be-

tween 1980 and 1985, and the number was decreased to five at the 13th national congress in 

1987 (i.e. Jilin, Heilongjiang, Jiangxi, Guizhou, and Xizang). Finally, the AIC virtually dis-

appeared in the provincial standing committee after the 14th national congress in 1992, when 

the series of the reforms on agricultural products, and township and village enterprises were 

completed (Powell 1992).  

The Director of the Public Security Department (SEC) is generally jointly appointed 

with the Secretary of Political and Legal Affairs Commission (PLC). Nevertheless, a few 

provinces assigned their SEC to the provincial standing committee without the PLC member-

ship. For example, Beijing (3 counts), Shanxi (7 counts), Liaoning (6 counts), Zhejiang (5 

counts), Hubei (9 counts), Guangdong (4 counts), Guangxi (6 counts), Guizhou (2 counts), 

and Shaanxi (4 counts) are the provinces that have the sole-appointed SEC. As the PLC and 

SEC institutions have been restructured since the 17th national congress (2007-2012), the 

number of the SEC in the provincial standing committee is also dropped to nearly zero. The 

selections of the Secretary of the Education Commission (EDU) have been stable throughout 

the Post-Mao era. Annually, three or four provinces chose the EDU secretary, and most of 

them are the education-centered metro cities, such as Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai. Beijing 

nearly always had the EDU (30 counts), While Tianjin and Shanghai selected the EDU into 

the provincial standing committee 14 times and 8 times, respectively. Lastly, the Party Secre-

taries of the Main Economic Municipalities (MEM, in the case of provinces), or Districts (in 

the case of directly-administrated municipalities) have been one of the popular possible SC 

members throughout the period. On average, 8 to 15 MEMs were solely appointed in the pro-
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vincial standing committee. Provinces, such as Jilin (34 counts), Guizhou (30 counts), Jiang-

su (29 counts), and Guangdong (25 counts) have a higher tendency to set up the SC positions 

for the MEM.  

The ETC category of the additional SC positions in Figure 2-7 contains a variety of 

positions. First, the number of the ETC positions is substantially decreased from 2002. The 

majority of the ETC positions in the post-2002 are the self-established special departments of 

the provinces. Each provincial committee is eligible to set up a special organization with the 

permission of the central committee. The Regulation specifies that a person in charge of the 

special department can be selected into the provincial standing committees. The vivid exam-

ples are the secretary of the “Two-oriented Society” experimental district of Hunan province, 

the director of mass department of Hainan province, the secretary of the Ningdong energy 

and chemical industry base commission of Ningxia province, and the commanders of Xin-

jiang production and construction corps.  

Second, the pre-1992 provincial standing committees consisted of provincial leaders 

from fairly diverse party and government organizations. Before the 14th national congress in 

1992, when the CCP leadership decided to further streamlined and reconfigured local party 

committees, different provinces were able to assign different positions to the SMPC member-

ship for their needs. Secretary of Ethnic Affairs Commission (ETH) and Secretary of the Sci-

ence, Technology, and Industry Commission (TEC), are the most frequently appeared posi-

tions. The total number of the ETH appearance in the provincial standing committees in the 

Post-Mao era is 30 counts. Among then, the occurrence of the ETH is most prevalent in Si-

chuan (12 counts) until 2000, followed by Yunnan (7 counts) until 1998. In the 1980s, Shaan-

xi (5 counts), Hunan (3 counts), and Guizhou (3 counts) also had the ETH in the provincial 

standing committees. The TEC were thriving during the 12th and 13th national congress 

(1982-1992). Relatively developed provinces, such as Beijing (4 counts), Tianjin (9 counts), 
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Shanghai (8 counts), and Sichuan (6 counts) instituted the TEC.  

Secretary of the Direct Organ Work Committee (DIR) and Secretary of the Provincial 

State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission (SASAC) (previously 

named the provincial working committee for enterprises), are also chosen by many provinces 

even in the recent years. There are 46 counts for the DIR, which are evenly distributed across 

times and provinces. In 1988, Yunnan and Heilongjiang, in 1992, Shandong, and Henan, in 

2007, Jiangxi, Hubei, and Xinjiang, and in 2014 Hunan, Yunnan, and Xizang appointed the 

DIR Secretaries to the provincial standing committees. On contrary, the SASAC selections 

into the provincial leadership were clustered in two provinces, Heilongjiang and Sichuan. Af-

ter the national SASAC was founded in 2003, the two provinces that own the China’s largest 

petroleum fields attached great importance to the provincial SASAC leaders. Between 2003 

and 2011, the two provinces chose the SASAC as the provincial standing committee mem-

bers.  

The remaining ETC entries are caused by the residual positions during the transition 

periods. Depending on timings, the appointment to the provincial standing committees re-

quires a few months of the transition period for hand-over purposes. Occasionally, a cadre is 

granted SMPC membership first, and promoted to the fixed or possible SC positions later. For 

example, when a PLC vice secretary, a non-SC position, is about to be promoted to the PLC 

secretary, one of the fixed SC positions, the cadre’s SMPC membership can be announced a 

few months prior to the appointment to the PLC secretary. In this case, the PLC vice secretary 

position during the transition period is categorized as the ETC in the analysis.  
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3. Estimating Career Prospects of Individual Officials 

The existing literature on bureaucratic politics and political selection presumes that 

selection institutions incentivize all subnational officials homogeneously. This project ad-

dresses this flawed assumption by arguing that subnational officials put different levels of en-

deavor on the basis of their own career prospects. As the first building block of the research, 

this chapter is designed to develop a model to measure the career prospects of individual offi-

cials. In the analysis, an official’s career prospects are defined as the ‘relative’ and ‘self-

evaluated’ political strength in the promotion tournament prior to exerting any form of policy 

effort to achieve promotion. Then, the level of policy effort that an individual official is will-

ing to exert in order to obtain political advancement (i.e. career incentives) is essentially de-

termined by the career prospects, which plays a role as an initial guideline to gauge the offi-

cial’s expected marginal utility from such policy efforts. 

There are mainly two methodological concerns in order to operationalize the career 

prospects of individual officials. First, the career prospects are defined as the overall political 

endowment in the promotion tournament. To make the career prospects comparable to each 

individual official, we need to build a single indicator that summarizes all the relevant formal 

and informal determinants for political advancement in the Chinese selection process. Second, 

officials’ career prospects have to be based on the officials’ self-assessment of their own ca-

reer potentials, because they are used as a guideline to decide how much officials themselves 

are willing to exert efforts on policy implementation. However, as an outsider, it is practically 

impossible to directly measure each individual official’s perceptions on his or her career pro-

spects. An indirect measurement is needed to estimate individual officials’ self-evaluations on 

their future career outcomes.  

This chapter is designed to deal with these two issues in measuring the career pro-

spects of the Chinese provincial officials. The analysis proceeds in three steps. First, this 
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study will look over how to establish a summarized model to measure the overall political 

strength of individual officials in the promotion tournament. By using a predicted probability 

of political advancement (i.e. prior likelihood of promotion) as a proxy to measure one’s ca-

reer prospect, this project can convincingly summarizes a variety of institutional and non-

institutional promotion determinants into a single indicator. Next, I will examine how to ap-

proximate officials’ self-evaluations on their own career prospects. By setting up a range of 

the prediction accuracy of the predicted probabilities of political advancement, the empirical 

models in this chapter are designed to indirectly measure the officials’ perceptions on their 

own career prospects. In the last section, the implications of the different measurements tech-

niques of the estimated career prospects will be presented followed by the actual examples of 

the Chinese provincial officials.  

3-1. Model Selections 

An official’s career prospects indicate how likely the official obtains political ad-

vancement in the bureaucracy. As reviewed in Section 2, the meritocratic selection system 

enables Chinese officials to pursue political advancement by showing better performance 

than their rivals. However, the performance measurement is not a sole determinant for politi-

cal advancement when the Chinese central leadership operates its personnel management sys-

tem. For a variety of reasons, numerous other formal and informal institutional factors also 

play a critical role in the promotion decision-making process in China. These factors essen-

tially constitute officials’ career prospects as they serve as an initial guideline for officials to 

evaluate their own political strength in the promotion tournament. Each official is situated at 

a different level in terms of the political endowments that potentially affect the promotion 

probabilities. Unlike the performance criteria, which are highly dependent on individual’s ef-

forts, these other promotion determinants are institutionally fixed and unchangeable in the 

short term. In order to measure the level of policy efforts that individual officials are willing 
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to exert to display better performance, we first need to find a method to identify where an of-

ficial is located in the promotion tournament.  

In this project, an official’s career prospects are defined as the initial political endow-

ments that affect one’s promotion probabilities prior to considering the level of policy efforts 

to show better performance. However, there are two important qualifications on the definition 

of the career prospects, when we attempt to link officials’ career prospects with their policy 

efforts. The career prospects should be constructed in a ‘relative’ and ‘self-evaluated’ way. 

First, each individual official’s career prospects should be comparable to those of each other. 

In the promotion tournament, the positions at the higher bureaucratic rank are restricted to a 

smaller number of officials, thus not every official at the same rank can achieve immediate 

political advancement. In order to obtain the limited promotion opportunities, officials have 

to outperform their rivals at the same rank. The measurement of the career prospects should 

reflect this aspect by summarizing all the relevant determinants of promotion into a single in-

dicator to enable us to make comparison with each other’s career prospects.  

For this purpose, this project estimates predicted probabilities of political advance-

ment for each individual official (i.e. prior likelihood of political advancement) as a proxy to 

measure one’s career prospects. By setting up the historical patterns of promotion as a di-

chotomous outcome variable, this project uses a variety of parametric and non-parametric es-

timation models to produce each individual official’s predicted probability of political ad-

vancement. The estimated predicted probability of political advancement indicates how likely 

an official, in a certain position in a given year, is promoted to a more promising position in 

the following year. By summarizing all measurable determinants of promotion in a separate 

model, the predicted probability of promotion enables the systematic assessment of an offi-

cial’s overall prospects in the next promotion round. By ranking the predicted probabilities of 

promotion, we can finally identify individual officials’ relative career prospects, compared to 
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contemporaneous rivals, at any given point in time.  

The second qualification on the definition of the career prospects is that the career 

prospects should be evaluated by officials themselves. The existing research on the Chinese 

political system has examined the effectiveness of the overall selection institution mainly by 

analyzing whether the system is meritocratic, patronage-based, or both (Jia, Kudamatsu, and 

Seim 2015; Landry, Lu, and Duan 2017; Li and Zhou 2005; Shih, Adolph, and Liu 2012). 

However, unlike the previous studies where scholars focus on the institution itself, the main 

subject matter of this project is how each individual official responds to such selection insti-

tution and how the response toward the institution alters the official’s policy-making strate-

gies. Therefore, the career prospects in this research are estimated not by those driven from 

the elements of the existing selection institution, but by those perceived by each individual 

official who has own personal criteria in evaluating the existing selection institution.  

This aspect raises two fundamental problems to estimate the predicted probability of 

political advancement. First, as outsiders, we have limited information on the exact criteria 

that Chinese provincial officials generally apply to predict their own career outcomes. Out-

siders can only indirectly guess officials’ self-assessment on their career prospects by using 

the observable factors that have been identified by the previous studies. However, it is plausi-

ble that Chinese officials in general know better than outsiders regarding their career out-

comes, because they have access to insider information. Second, each individual official may 

adopt a different set of rationales in evaluating own political prospects. Based on their per-

sonal and professional experiences, individual officials may have diverse levels of under-

standing on how the selection system works in China. It is not guaranteed that each official 

relies on the same logics on the determinants of political advancement, except for several ob-

vious factors, such as age, tenure, education level, and administrative experience. 
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Figure 3-1: Model Design to Measure Officials’ Self-Assessment of Career Outcomes 

 

In sum, it is empirically challenging to measure individual officials’ subjective eval-

uations on their future career outcomes. In order to deal with these issues, this research indi-

rectly targets the Chinese officials’ self-assessment on their own career prospects by setting 

up different approaches to estimating individual official’s perceptions on their own career 

prospects. There are two estimation models to produce the predicted probabilities of promo-

tion: theoretical model and machine-learning model. The first model is called the ‘theoretical’ 

model where predicted probabilities of promotion are estimated by using the variables which 

have been identified by previous studies on the Chinese political system. In the analysis, the 

theoretical model is considered the most conservative model as its predicted probabilities of 

promotion are calculated on the basis of the widely-known information on the determinants 

of political advancement.  

As shown in Figure 3-1, officials’ self-evaluation on their own career prospects is ex-

pected to be more accurate than the theoretical model. It is plausible to assume that the Chi-

nese officials overall have more insider information on the political selection institution. They 

may resort to different variable combinations from those of outside scholars in evaluating 

their career prospects. Moreover, it is possible that each individual official knows better about 

own specific situations with regard to promotion chances. Compared to the theoretical model 

that imposes the same variable combination to every official, each individual official’s own 

assessment on the career prospects is expected to be a better predictor. 

The other model is the ‘machine-learning’ model that maximizes the prediction accu-

racy of the promotion outcomes. This model is designed to include as many relevant varia-
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bles as possible and estimate predicted probabilities by adopting a variety of parametric and 

non-parametric machine learning techniques to find the best variable combinations in terms 

of prediction accuracy for each year and position. This machine learning prediction is funda-

mentally superior to the officials’ self-assessment since it literally incorporates all observable 

candidates for promotion determinants in the Chinese political system. Although individual 

officials have insider information, their predictions on their own career prospects are not as 

perfect as those by the machine learning techniques because they cannot observe and inte-

grate all the possible combinations of promotion determinants. Ultimately, this research is de-

signed to cover the officials’ self-assessment of their own career prospects between the theo-

retical model and the machine-learning model in terms of prediction accuracy.  

3-1-1. Measuring Political Advancement 

The main analysis of this project examines the relationship between career incentives 

and provincial policy outcomes during the time period between 1995 and 2015. The year 

1995 is chosen as the start year because the Chinese government restructured its economic 

and financial statistics in that year (Naughton 2007). However, a longer time period is re-

quired in order to precisely measure each official’s perception of future careers, because indi-

vidual officials can evaluate their own career prospects based only on the previous patterns of 

promotions. This study chooses the past 10 years when estimating career prospects for each 

year. For example, predicted probabilities of promotion for officials in 1995 are calculated on 

the basis of the data between 1985 and 1994. Table 3-1 describes the numbers of SMPC posi-

tions from 1985 to 2015. In the dataset, there are 12,650 SMPC positions overall. Note that 

party secretary occupies 8%, governor 7%, and vice party secretaries 20% respectively. Most 

of SMPCs over 65% are the rank-and-file standing committee members.  

In this project, the career prospects of individual SMPCs are measured by predictive 

probabilities of political advancement (i.e. an SMPC’s likelihood of political advancement). 
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Political advancement is defined as whether an SMPC is promoted or transferred to a more 

desirable position in a given year. Promotion means that an SMPC is assigned to one-level 

higher rank (e.g. the rank-and-file to vice party secretary, vice party secretary to governor, 

and governor to party secretary). If an SMPC is moved from one standing committee position 

to another at the same rank, it is coded as a transfer.  

Table 3-1: The Number of SMPC Positions from 1985 to 2015 

 PS GOV VPS SC 

N 

(12,650) 
1016 975 

2527 

(430)* 

8132 

DIC PLC OR PR SG CPS SPS VGOV MR ETC 

714 790 887 869 721 581 139 1115 1061 1255 

*VPS is often double-appointed to one of the standing committee positions. The number in parentheses indi-

cates the number of Executive vice party secretaries who have no double-appointment. 

 

Note that bureaucratic promotion here is based on the administrative ranking. For ex-

ample, in terms of the party hierarchy, governor and vice party secretary are in the same rank-

ing with different titles: the full-rank governmental vice party secretary and the non-

governmental vice party secretary, respectively (CCP Constitution). However, governor is 

one-level higher than vice party secretary in terms of the administrative hierarchy, because 

governor is the head of the provincial government and vice party secretary is the vice head of 

the provincial party committee. Therefore, moving from vice party secretary to governor is 

measured as a promotion.  

 
 

Figure 3-2: SMPC’s Expected Career Paths from 1985 to 2015 
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If an SMPC is transferred from one position to another in the same province, the 

transfer is not considered political advancement. However, transfers to a different province or 

a central organization are treated differently. For SMPCs, rotating different provinces or 

working at any central department grant greater political authority and a higher probability to 

gain a leading role in the near future, as the central leadership value those with wide adminis-

trative experiences in local and central departments (Li 2000; Teiwes 2001). In the case of the 

provincial party secretaries, only transfers to another province and central transfers and pro-

motions are regarded as political advancement. Note that promotions or transfers to the nom-

inal and ‘second-line’ positions in the center, such as the National People’s Congress and the 

National People’s Political Consultative Conference are not included in the analysis. 

Table 3-2: SMPC’s Expected Career Paths by Types 

Type Sub-Type PS GOV VPS SC Total 

Within  Promotion 0 (0) 78 (0.49) 110 (0.41) 348 (0.54) 536 

Between  
Transfer 42 (0.40) 7 (0.04) 43 (0.16) 101 (0.15) 193 

Promotion 0 (0) 18 (0.11) 37 (0.14) 47 (0.07) 102 

Center Transfer/Promotion 62 (0.59) 54 (0.34) 72 (0.27) 143 (0.22) 331 

Total 104 157 262 639 1162 

*Note: Percentage in parentheses 

 

There are largely three types of political advancement that an SMPC can pursue: a 

promotion to a higher-level in the current province of employment (Within), a promotion or 

transfer to another province (Between), or a promotion or transfer to the central party or gov-

ernment departments (Center). Figure 3-2 displays SMPC’s expected career paths from 1985 

to 2015. Throughout the period, 1162 political advancement occurred in the provincial stand-

ing committees. Around half of the political advancement, 536 (46.1%), were within-

provincial promotions. Between-provincial promotions or transfers, 295 (25.3%) cases, and 

advancement to the central departments, 331 (28.4%) cases, accounted for the other half. 

Generally speaking, the years around when the central Party Congresses were altered (the 

vertical dashed lines in the plot) have a tendency to experience more personnel changes in the 
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provincial standing committees.  

3-1-2. Building the Theoretical Model 

As explored in Section 2-2, many scholars in China studies have examined the deter-

minants of political advancement. In this section, predicted probabilities of political ad-

vancement for individual officials are estimated by using only variables previously identified 

by the studies on the Chinese political system.  

Pit+1 =  γBio
it
+ δCarit+ εConit+ θFacit+ πNetit+ σt + τit+ ϵit 

P� it = Φ (�′it β) 

The above equation indicates the theoretical model where probit estimation is adopted 

to calculate predicted probabilities of political advancement (P� it). Note that the predictions are 

made only with the previous 10 years of data. In the model, Pit+1 denotes whether an SMPC i 

obtain political advancement in year t+1. The candidate predictors indicate each individual 

official’s characteristics, including biographical (e.g. age, gender, education, and minority sta-

tus), career (e.g. party-years, tenure-years in each position, administrative experiences, and 

job diversities), contextual (e.g. geopolitical characteristics of the working provinces), fac-

tional (e.g. competing affiliations with the central leadership), and network (e.g. network cen-

tralities and political connections with top central leaders) information. Additionally, the pro-

bit model includes time-variables ( σt ), such as the year passed from the new Central Party 

Congress, and position-variable (τit), which position SMPC i is holding at time t. The selected 

variables for the theoretical model can be found in Appendix 1.  

Table 3-3 shows descriptive statistics of the selected determinants of SMPC political 

advancement in the theoretical model. 6 variables are chosen as the biographical characteris-

tics the Chinese provincial leaders. Age is calculated as incumbent year minus birth year. The 

mean of SMPC age for 30 years from 1985 to 2015 is around 55. Age over 62 is a dummy 
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variable whether a SMPC’s age is over 62. Education level has five categories: 0 refers to 

lower than high school graduate, 1 to high school or equivalents, 1.5 to technical school, 2 to 

college degree, and 3 to post-graduate degrees, such as master or doctoral degrees. We can 

observe that SMPC have college degrees on average. Female is a gender variable whether a 

leader is female or not. Minority is also a binary variable where Han ethnicity is coded as 0 

and others as 1. Only 6.6 percent of the entire SMPC since 1985 is female, while more than 

10 percent of SMPC is minority. Native variable is designed to capture whether a leader was 

born in the working province. Despite the fact that the Chinese leadership frequently adopts 

the officials’ rotations in order to prevent the patronage linkage between high-ranking offi-

cials and localities, over 35 percent of the Chinese provincial standing committee members 

worked in their native provinces. 

As the career variable, tenure years and administrative experiences are included. Ten-

ure indicates the number of working years in the current SMPC position. Tenure above 5 is 

whether a SMPC is working in the current position for over five years. On average, each 

SMPC stays in the same position for around 3.7 years and more than 20 percent of the SMPC 

have experienced more than 5 year tenure in the same position. N. of Exp. variable means an 

official’s numbers of experiences in other provincial or central departments except for those 

in the currently working province since the official became a SMPC. The mean of the number 

of experience is 1.3 indicating that most of the SMPC stayed in the same province for their 

entire careers instead of rotating around other provinces or the central organizations. Central, 

People’s Liberate Army (PLA), and CCP Youth League (CYL) experience variables literally 

refer to whether an official has worked for each institution respectively. The central experi-

ence includes any central party or government organizations, not only including major de-

partments but also including sub-departments, directly controlled administrations, and mass 

organizations. The experience variables for the PLA and the CYL encompass any central or 
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local branches of each organization. Note that the military representatives (MR) in the pro-

vincial standing committee are considered to have PLA experiences by definition.  

Table 3-3: Selected Descriptive Statistics of SMPCs from 1985 to 2015 

Type Variable Mean St. Dev. Min Max 

Biographical 

Variable 

Age 55.272 5.044 371 762 

Age above 62 0.062 0.241 0 1 

Education Level 2.136 0.813 0 3 

Female 0.066 0.249 0 1 

Minority 0.111 0.314 0 1 

Native 0.374 0.484 0 1 

Career 

Variable 

Tenure 3.728 2.514 1 233 

Tenure above 5 0.205 0.404 0 1 

N. of Exp. 1.352 0.629 1 6 

Central Exp. 0.201 0.401 0 1 

PLA Exp. 0.155 0.362 0 1 

CYL Exp. 0.210 0.407 0 1 

Contextual 

Variable 

Directly Administrative 0.129 0.335 0 1 

Autonomous Region 0.167 0.373 0 1 

Coastal Region 0.271 0.445 0 1 

Factional 

Variable 

Tsinghua 0.024 0.154 0 1 

Elite University 0.082 0.275 0 1 

Shanghai Exp. 0.035 0.184 0 1 

Princeling 0.015 0.122 0 1 

Network 

Variable 

PSG Work 0.078 0.268 0 1 

PSG Birth 0.060 0.237 0 1 

PSG Birth Work 0.040 0.195 0 1 

PSG University 0.097 0.296 0 1 

Previous PSG Work 0.065 0.246 0 1 

PSC Work 0.252 0.434 0 1 

PSC Birth 0.263 0.440 0 1 

PSC University 0.173 0.378 0 1 

N. of Obs. 12,650 
* Note: 1Li Haifeng is the youngest SMPC in the database. She started to serve as a member of the Hebei pro-

vincial standing committee and the vice party secretary of Shijiazhuang in 1986. After 2000, the youngest leader 

is Hu Chunhua. He was age 38, when he was a member of the Tibet Autonomous Region standing committee 

and the Secretariat-General of the region in 2001. 2Gao Yang is the oldest SMPC in the analysis, as he was the 

party secretary of Hebei province at the age of 76 in 1985. 3Redi was a vice party secretary of Tibet for twenty-

three years from 1979 to 2002. 

 

In the contextual categorization, there are three variables to identify whether working 

in the directly administrative cities, autonomous regions, or coastal provinces has an effect on 

SMPC’s promotion probabilities. Jinagsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Fujian, Shandong, and 

Liaoning are included as the coastal regions. The factional variables include the well-known 

competition affiliations in the Chinese central leadership. Tsinghua indicates whether a 

SMPC is graduated from Tsinghua University in Beijing, while elite university variable in-
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cludes graduates from Peking University in Beijing, Tsinghua University in Beijing, People’s 

University in Beijing, Fudan University in Shanghai, and Shanghai Jiaotong University in 

Shanghai. Shanghai Exp. means Shanghai faction formed around the former party secretary 

general, Jiang Zemin, by identifying SMPC who have working experiences in Shanghai mu-

nicipality. At last, princeling variable is whether a SMPC is an offspring of the previous cen-

tral committee member of the CCP. In general, each faction accounts for only 1 to 3 percent 

of the entire provincial standing committee members.  

This analysis also incorporates many identifiable political network variables. The pat-

ronage connections through birthplaces, workplaces, and universities have been well estab-

lished by scholars in China studies. Whether a SMPC shares these traits with the party secre-

tary general or the politburo standing committee members is included in the theoretical model. 

Around 8 percent of the provincial leaders have shared work experience, 6 percent were born 

in the same province, and 10 percent graduated from the same university with the incumbent 

party secretary general. Note that previous PSG work variable indicates whether a SMPC has 

worked in the birth province of the incumbent party secretary general. Since the numbers of 

the politburo standing committee are varied across the central party congress from 5 in the 

13th to 9 in the 16th and 17th, connected SMPC with the politburo standing committee are 

generally larger numbers than those of the party secretary general reaching at around 25 per-

cent of the entire provincial standing committee members.  

Figure 3-3 shows the coefficients of the theoretical model. In the actual empirical 

model, each year’s coefficients are estimated only based on the previous ten years of data. 

For the purpose of description, the coefficients in Figure 3-3 are clustered by the central par-

ty congress. Overall, the coefficients are consistent with the theoretical evidence. As an offi-

cial is older, the promotion probability of the official accordingly decreases. The age effects 

are consistently negative throughout the central party congresses from the 12th to 18th party 
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congress. Similarly, the age dummy variable, whether an official’s age is over 62, is also neg-

ative across all the time periods. The tenure year in the current position has a positive effect 

on political advancement, whereas staying in the same position for over 5 years decreases 

one’s promotion chances. It is generally correct to claim that the education levels of the Chi-

nese provincial leaders are significantly positive on their promotion probabilities. Whether an 

official is female, minority, and native to the currently working province all have negative 

impact on the official’s career prospects.  

 
 

Figure 3-3: Determinants of Promotions by the Central Party Congresses 

 

The number of administrative experience across the central and local departments 
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greatly increases one’s promotion probability, although the effect of the number of adminis-

trative experience is diminishing as the number is increasing. While the central and Youth 

League experiences have significantly positive effects, the working experience at the People’s 

Liberate Army is negatively correlated with SMPC’s promotions. This is mainly because the 

military representatives in the provincial standing committee generally stay in the same mili-

tary region rather than transferring or promoting to another region. The contextual variables, 

whether an SMPC is working at directly administrative cities, autonomous regions, or coastal 

regions largely has no effect. Among the network variables, working connections and univer-

sity connections with the party secretary general have significant effects on promotion chanc-

es in general.  

In measuring career prospects for individual provincial leaders, this study tackles 

many on-going debates on the determinants of cadre promotion in the provincial leadership. 

As the CCP’s cadre professionalization has deepened in the 1990s, the result tells that the 

CCP put an emphasis on candidate’s educational background, seniority of experience as well 

as age. The younger and Han with higher education level significantly improve the promotion 

probability of a SMPC. If officials are currently working at their birth province, it is less like-

ly for the officials to expect the future promotions, while the longer be in the provincial 

standing committee, the substantially higher probability to be promoted. As demonstrated by 

Shih, Adolph, and Liu (2012), political patronage with the central leaders substantially in-

crease SMPC’s promotion probabilities. Landry (2008)’s hypothesis on decreasing promotion 

probabilities after 5 years of tenure length for the Chinese mayors is also applicable to the 

provincial standing committee members. In addition, Huang (1996)’s argument, whether an 

SMPC has had work experience in the central governments, turns out to be one of the pivotal 

components for SMPC’s promotion in some time periods. 
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3-1-3. Building the Prediction Maximization Model 

In order to accurately predict promotion outcomes for individual officials, an intuitive 

empirical strategy is applying machine learning techniques. Among possible candidates, this 

project mainly uses a Cross-validated Generalized Linear Model with Stepwise Selection 

(CV-GLM). There are primarily two rationales for adopting the machine learning model to 

estimate the predicted probability of political advancement. First, the aim of the model is not 

identifying the causal relationship between promotion determinants and the promotion 

outcomes but accurately predicting officials’ promotion likelihood at a given point in time. 

Provincial officials’ promotions are potentially influenced by numerous formal and informal 

institutions in the political system. Moreover, the determinants of promotions are susceptible 

to change depending on time and central leadership’s priorities on selection. Under such cir-

cumstances, the best empirical strategy is evaluating as many as possible relevant variables 

and choosing the sets of variables that maximize the prediction accuracy of the model (Guyon 

and Elisseeff 2003; Witten et al. 2016). 

Second, the machine learning predictions can avoid the over-fitting problem. One of 

the major methodological challenges in the predictive analysis is that the predicted values 

correspond too closely to the existing dataset, and thus fail to fit additional data or unseen fu-

ture observations reliably. The machine learning model can avoid such problems by dividing 

the data into training sets and test sets and selecting variable combinations based on the pre-

diction performance of the test sets (Lantz 2015). It is also empirically plausible to incorpo-

rate some levels of uncertainty in the model. Provincial leaders may not perfectly recognize 

their current rankings in the promotion tournament, but only vaguely acknowledge their rela-

tive strength compared to their contemporaneous rivals. The uncertainty of official’s percep-

tion on career prospects is built into the machine learning model, thus the model can incorpo-

rate a more realistic understanding of the subject.  
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Out of over 200 features of individual SMPCs in Appendix 1, the methods imple-

mented a 5-fold cross-validated probit regression with backward elimination selection. The 

first procedure was sub-setting the dataset by year. The machine learning model only used the 

past ten years of the data, when training the model for each year, because it is intuitively true 

that officials evaluate their own career prospects only by looking at the previous patterns of 

political advancement. Therefore, the machine should not resort to the future promotion out-

comes when estimating predicted probabilities. Next, the dataset was divided into five subsets. 

Leaving one subset as a test set, the model used the other four subsets as a training set.  

With the training set, the probit estimator performed the backward elimination process 

to select a set of relevant variables that maximized the Area Under the Curve (AUC) of the 

Receiver Operating Characteristics (ROC) curve. Maximizing AUC for binary outcome vari-

ables has been a canonical technique in machine learning for years, as it essentially minimiz-

es the ratio of incorrect predictions relative to correct ones (Bradley 1997). In the procedure, 

the model first included all the predictors in the initial stage and identified a predictor whose 

contribution to the model’s AUC is the smallest among the candidates. In each subsequent 

round, the model excluded the identified predictor if adding it did not increase AUC any more 

than adding a randomly generated dichotomous variable did.  

Note that the model did not choose the predictor combination where the AUC of the 

model was maximized. This is because even inserting a randomly generated variable also in-

creased the AUC of the model by a small margin. Therefore, the optimal model instead was 

where all the predictors increased AUC more than replacing them with a randomly generated 

dichotomous variable. The next step was identifying interaction terms between the selected 

relevant variables. The model used a forward inclusion technique to find a set of interaction 

variables. If adding interaction terms between two variables (which were selected before by 

the backward elimination process) increased the model’s AUC greater than inserting a ran-
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domly generated dichotomous variable, the model accepted the interaction term, otherwise, 

the proposed interaction term was dropped.  

Once the stepwise selection procedures (backward elimination in the initial variable 

selections and forward inclusion in the interaction term selections) selected a set of predictors 

and their interactions with the training set, the probit estimator fit the model with the test set 

and produced each individual SMPC i’s predicted probability of political advancement (P�it) 

in year t. Comparing the generated predicted values with the actual promotion outcomes, the 

model calculated AUC for the test set. The 5-fold cross-validated model repeated this proce-

dure five times by rotating the test sets one by one. The final AUC was determined by the 

mean of the five test sets’ AUC. This procedure iterated this entire process 1000 times and 

chose one with the highest final AUC. The highest final AUC was 0.771. There is no statisti-

cal test for whether this value can be interpreted as being well-fitted, but scholars generally 

consider over 0.7 as a good-fitting (Chakraborty, Rao, and Sen 2012). Most of the theoretical-

ly important variables are also selected by the machine-learning model. The full list of varia-

bles chosen for each year’s predictions is presented in Appendix 1. Details ROC curves by 

years and positions and the final AUC plots can also be found in Appendix 3. 

3-2. Prediction Results 

Two estimation models, the theoretical model and the machine-learning model, are 

used to produce predicted probabilities of political advancement for SMPC from 1995 to 

2015. The predicted probabilities estimated by these two models are designed to indirectly 

measure individual officials’ own calculations on their own predicted probabilities of promotion. 

Figure 3-4 shows the prediction accuracy comparisons between the theoretical model and the 

machine-learning model, measured by AUC. As expected, the machine-learning model pro-

duced more accurate predictions than those of the theoretical model for the most of years. 
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Throughout the period from 1995 to 2015, the average of prediction accuracy for the theoret-

ical model is 0.706, while that of the machine-learning is 0.771. As proposed in Chapter 3-1, 

the prediction accuracy of officials’ self-assessment on their own career prospects is expected 

to be higher than those of the theoretical model but lower than those of the machine-learning 

model. The dashed line in the figure indicates the estimation for the desirable target, which is 

calculated by the mean value between the theoretical and machine-learning models.  

 
 

Figure 3-4: Accuracy Comparisons between the Theoretical and Machine-Learning Models 

 

As such, the final predicted probabilities of promotions are also chosen as the mean 

values of those of the theoretical model and the machine learning model. On the basis of the 

final model, we can calculate the predicted probabilities of promotions for each SMPC in a 

given position at a given point in time. Figure 3-5 describes the trend of individual career 

prospects measured by predicted probabilities of promotion from 1995 to 2015. If a leader’s 

predicted probability of promotion is higher than that of other leaders in the same position in 

the same year, the leader is more likely to be promoted in the next term.  

For example, when Xi Jinping served as a governor in Fujian in 2002, his promotion 

probability in the model was 0.8526, one of the highest scores among the entire provincial 

vice party secretaries in 2002. On the other hand, one of the other vice party secretaries in Fu-

jian, He Shaochuan, had only an 8.01% chance of promotion, one of the lowest scores in 
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2002. While Xi Jinping was promoted to party secretary of Zhejiang province in the next year, 

He Shaochuan was transferred to the provincial political consultative conference, a de-facto 

retirement. The final model correctly predicted that Xi Jinping’s career prospect in 2002 was 

substantially higher than that of He Shaochuan. 

 
 

Figure 3-5: Predicted Probabilities of Political Advancement for SMPC 

 

This measurement is very dynamic in that it incorporates all the time-varying relevant 

components that affect political advancement. One’s career prospects are renewed every year. 

For example, as a leader is getting older in the same position, the career prospects of the 

leader are diminishing. Or, if a leader’s superior is promoted to become a politburo member 

in the central leadership, the career prospects of the leader are also boosted as the leader ac-

quires the new political connection. Career prospects as predicted probabilities of political 

advancement better describe the current political incentives in a given position at a given 

point in time than the static and time-invariant models suggested by other scholars such as 

whether a leader was born in the current province (Persson and Zhuravskaya 2015) or wheth-

er a leader had the Youth League experience (Choi 2012) . 
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Figure 3-6: Career Prospects Examples: Xi Jinping and Bo Xilai 

 

Individual career prospects change dynamically, depending on positions and timings. 

Figure 3-6 describes how the career prospects of Xi Jinping and Bo Xilai were changed for 

their entire careers as the provincial leaders. Y-axis of the figure shows ranking percentiles of 

predicted probabilities of promotion among all provincial standing committee members in the 

same SMPC position in each year. From the figure, we can find out that the career prospects 

of Xi were always high before he entered the central leadership in 2008, while Bo’s career 

prospects were fluctuated from the lowest position when he was a party secretary of Dalian in 

1999 to his heyday when he was transferred from the governor of Liaoning to the director of 

the central commerce ministry in 2003.  
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4. Constructing Provincial-level Career Incentives 

The estimated career prospects, as a form of predicted probability of promotion, es-

sentially indicate the levels of political competition that subnational officials need to deal 

with in order to acquire the limited opportunities for political advancement. However, the 

predicted probability of promotion itself is not enough to explain one’s relative career pro-

spects, because promotion frequencies are varied across years and positions. Even the same 

levels of promotion probabilities can be interpreted differently, depending on the number of 

promotions occurring in a given year for a given position. Therefore, a baseline of promotion 

probabilities should be set up in order to accurately evaluate an official’s career prospects rel-

ative to their contemporaneous rivals. As the baseline, we need to estimate the thresholds of 

promotion, which are susceptible to change in accordance with years and positions. 

4-1. Converting Career Prospects into Career Incentives 

The estimated career prospects, as a form of predicted probability of promotion, es-

sentially indicate the levels of political competition that subnational officials need to deal 

with in order to acquire the limited opportunities for political advancement. However, the 

predicted probability of promotion itself is not enough to explain one’s relative career pro-

spects, because promotion frequencies are varied across years and positions. Even the same 

levels of promotion probabilities can be interpreted differently, depending on the number of 

promotions occurring in a given year for a given position. Therefore, a baseline of promotion 

probabilities should be set up in order to accurately evaluate an official’s career prospects rel-

ative to their contemporaneous rivals. As the baseline, we need to estimate the thresholds of 

promotion, which are susceptible to change in accordance with years and positions.  

If an official’s predicted probability of promotion is significantly higher than the pro-

motion threshold, the model identifies that the official is highly likely to be promoted in the 

following year. If significantly lower, the official is highly likely to stay in the current posi-
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tion. By examining the estimated promotion thresholds, this research divides SMPC into 

three groups based on their relative career prospects: dead-enders, rising-stars, and careerists. 

Dead-enders are SMPC whose rankings of predicted promotion probabilities, in a given posi-

tion at a given year, are significantly below the promotion thresholds. Their rankings are so 

low that it is highly unlikely for them to obtain the next promotion. On the contrary, rising-

stars are defined as SMPC whose rankings of predicted promotion probabilities are signifi-

cantly above the promotion thresholds. Lastly, the rankings of careerists are located between 

those of dead-enders and rising-stars. Their rankings, in a given position at a given year, are 

not statistically significantly higher or lower than the promotion thresholds.  

In the analysis, the actual promotion threshold was chosen by maximizing sensitivity 

and specificity of the prediction model, which is called “balanced accuracy” (Altman and 

Bland 1994; Velez et al. 2006). In the predictive analysis, sensitivity means the true positive 

ratio, calculated as the proportion of positives that are correctly identified as such by the 

model. Specificity refers to the true negative ratio, calculated as the proportion of negatives 

that are correctly identified as such by the model. Promotion threshold for SMPC position s at 

time t is chosen at the predicted probability level which maximizes sensitivity for position s 

at time t plus specificity for position s at time t. The threshold indicates that if we assign 

“promotion” to the values above the threshold and “non-promotion” to the values below the 

threshold, the model has the best accuracy in terms of the balanced accuracy.  

Promotion Thresholdst=Max(Sensitivity
st

+Specificity
st

) 

For each year, we can find the threshold levels of the predicted probabilities that max-

imize the Balanced Accuracy of the model. Moreover, there are four ranks in the provincial 

standing committee: party secretary, governor, vice party secretary, and ordinary standing 

committee member. Provincial leaders in each position are competing with each other at the 

same rank. It is convincing to assume that the party secretary is not competing with the other 
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rank-and-file standing committee members. For this reason, we need to assign different 

threshold levels for each position. Figure 4-1 describes the estimated promotion thresholds 

for each year and each position. Thresholds are relatively higher for the years of 1997, 2002, 

2007 and 2012 because political mobility in those years was significantly higher than usual, 

due to the reshuffling of central leadership during the new central party congresses. As the 

overall levels of predicted probabilities of promotion rise, the promotion thresholds also in-

crease accordingly. The examples of calculating thresholds by maximizing balance accuracy 

can be found in Appendix 4. 

Combining the estimated promotion thresholds with individual predicted probabilities 

of promotion, the provincial standing committee members can be categorized. If someone’s 

credible interval of predicted probability of promotion at the 99% level is exclusively higher 

than the threshold, the official is assigned as a Rrsing-star. If the credible interval of predicted 

probability of promotion at the 99% level is significantly lower than the threshold, the leader 

is assigned as a dead-ender. Finally, if a leader’s credible interval at the 99% level overlaps 

with the threshold, the leader is assigned as a careerist. This categorization scheme is con-

structed as a relative measurement of one’s career prospects.  

 
 

Figure 4-1: Promotion Thresholds for SMPC Positions from 1995 to 2015 
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Suppose that there is a vice party secretary whose credible interval ranges between 0.2 

and 0.3 throughout the period. According to Figure 4-1, the leader is designated as a careerist 

from 1996 to 1998, from 2001 to 2002, and from 2009 to 2013, because there were relatively 

more promotions occurring in those years, thus the thresholds also became higher. On the 

other hand, with the same credible interval, the leader is designated as a rising star in the oth-

er years, given that the thresholds were lower due to the total number of promotions being 

fewer in those years. This means that this vice party secretary may evaluate the career pro-

spects differently over time and also may change behaviors in policy implementation accord-

ingly.  

 
All 

 

 
Party Secretary                         Governor 
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Vice Party Secretary                    Rank-and-File 

 

Figure 4-2: Predicted Probability Plot with Thresholds in 2002, Lowest to Highest 

 

Figure 4-2 is a predicted probability plot in 2002. The Y-axis indicates predicted 

probabilities of promotion, and the X-axis is the ranking of the predicted probabilities. The 

grey area shows the credible intervals of predicted values at 99% level. The dashed horizontal 

lines represent each position’s promotion threshold where sensitivity plus specificity of the 

model is maximized. The red dots in the plot mean officials labeled as careerists whose cred-

ible intervals at 99% level overlap the promotion threshold of each position. Correspondingly, 

SMPC whose predicted probabilities are above the red dots are assigned as rising-stars and 

below as dead-enders. There were around 500 Provincial Standing Committee members in 

2002. In 2002, the leader with the highest career prospect was Xia Baolong, a 50-year-old 

vice governor in Tianjin. He was promoted to the party secretary of Zhejiang in 2012. The 

second highest was Xi Jinping, a 49 year old governor in Fujian. As we know, this already 

promising leader became the party secretary general of the CCP in ten years. The third high-

est was the current premier Li Keqiang, then-governor of Henan. Likewise, this analytic tool, 

developed by examining one’s promotion likelihood and corresponding promotion thresholds, 

is useful to gauge a leader’s political status and relative authority on Chinese politics.  

4-2. Aggregating Individual Career Incentives to Collective Career Incentives 

When it comes to assessing the policy outcomes of provincial governments, we need 
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to examine the collective leadership: the provincial standing committee. To do so, this section 

is designed to construct a group-level measure of how much a provincial collective leadership 

is responding to career incentives by using individual career prospects calculated in the pre-

vious chapter. There are several possible ways to aggregate individual career incentives at the 

collective level. One of the possible candidates is the mean value of predicted promotion 

probabilities of all the SMPCs. In this scheme, high career prospects are directly interpreted 

as high career incentives, because cadres with higher promotion probabilities are likely to 

consider the center’s objective more importantly. The mean value is particularly useful be-

cause decision-making processes in the provincial leadership lack transparency. Under the 

circumstances where we do not know about the exact decision making mechanisms, the safest 

way would be taking a mean value 

However, simply averaging all the individual’s career prospects is problematic in sev-

eral ways. First, the relationship between career prospects and career incentives may not be 

monotonic. There is a possibility that career incentives increase in an inversed U shape as ca-

reer prospects increase. Perhaps, subordinates who are most eager to fulfill the superior’s di-

rectives are not the leaders who already have secured the next promotion, but the leaders who 

need to do something to be promoted. If someone’s career prospects are too high, the person 

may not need to respond to career incentives. More importantly, career incentives should be 

calculated not absolutely, but relatively. Promotion in bureaucracy is a tournament where a 

large number of candidates compete with each other to obtain a limited number of opportuni-

ties. A local leader can only evaluate her current career prospects in comparison to her peers 

rather than in isolation. For example, when the central leadership is reshuffled during a party 

congress the number of potential promotions rises. However, the chance of promotion rises 

for every official. Hence, we need to build a measurement of career incentives that is non-

monotonic and reflects the ever-changing incentives of provincial leaders relative to the ca-
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reer prospects of their rivals.  

Instead of averaging career prospects, this research calculates the proportions of offi-

cials that fall into a certain prospect type in the provincial standing committee. This study di-

vided SMPC into three groups based on their relative career prospects: dead-enders, rising-

stars, and careerists. Dead-enders are SMPC whose rankings of predicted promotion proba-

bilities, in a given position at a given year, are significantly below the actual promotion 

threshold. Their rankings are so low that it is highly unlikely for them to obtain the next pro-

motion. On the contrary, rising-stars are defined as SMPC whose rankings of predicted pro-

motion probabilities, in a given position at a given year, are significantly above the actual 

promotion threshold. Lastly, the rankings of careerists are located between low-prospect and 

rising-stars. Their rankings, in a given position at a given year, are not significantly higher or 

lower than the actual promotion threshold. 

The proportions of each type of leaders are particularly useful because they can reflect 

the collective nature of decision-making process in Chinese provinces. By identifying what 

portion of leadership is career-incentivized, this measurement scheme is a good indicator to 

show how much the provincial leadership is willing to deliver better performance as a whole. 

Figure 4-3 indicates the main independent variable of the analysis, the proportions of career-

ists in the provincial standing committee in selected provinces, including Hebei, Zhejiang, 

Hunan, Shaanxi, Jiangsu, Liaoning, Guangdong, and Sichuan. There is a fair amount of both 

within and between province variations in the figure. The curve of the lines is also seemingly 

random, which demonstrates that the proportion is exogenous to timing and location, which 

suggests the proportion of careerists can serve as an unbiased and fair treatment variable. 

Likewise, the proportions of dead-enders and rising-stars can also be calculated in the same 

way.  
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Figure 4-3: Proportions of Careerists for Selected Provinces 

 

 
 

Figure 4-4: Proportions of Careerists by SMPC Positions from 1995 to 2015 

 

At the same time, the types of each position in the provincial standing committee will 

also be examined in the analysis. Whether the party secretary or the governor of the province 

is a dead-ender, rising-star, or careerist is essential to be incorporated in identifying the effect 

of career incentives on economic growth. Since these two leaders have the greatest formal 

and informal decision-making authority in provincial leadership, it is possible that policy 

choices, which were seemingly decided by the collective leadership, could be substantially 

guided by the interests of these two supreme leaders. Figure 4-4 is a summarization plot that 

shows how long each province has been governed by careerists throughout the entire period. 

In general, variations between provinces are sufficient across SMPC positions. For example, 
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while Zhejiang’s governor is a careerist for most of the time period, Fujian has only 2 years 

of careerist governors (i.e. 10 percent of the entire 20 years). Regarding the rank-and-file 

members, provinces, such as Shanxi, Shaanxi, Hunan, Henan, and Guangdong, experience 

slightly lower average of careerists than other provinces throughout the period. 
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5. Empirical Evidence 

To review, there are two features that this research incorporates in order to develop the 

existing promotion tournament theory in China. First is the conditional nature of bureaucratic 

incentives depending on career prospects (Chapter 2-2) and second is the collective nature of 

decision-making processes in Chinese provinces (Chapter 2-3). With the above distinct fea-

tures, this chapter aims to provide empirical evidence for whether the career incentives of the 

Chinese provincial leadership, which are derived from individual career prospects estimated 

by the novel machine-learning techniques, are the primary driver of provincial policy out-

comes, such as economic growth and intra-provincial regional inequality.   

5-1. Hypothesis 1: Collective Career Incentives and Economic Growth in China 

5-1-1. Hypothesis Building 

Since Deng Xiaoping initiated economic reforms in 1978, economic growth has been 

the policy priority of the CCP leadership. Scholars argue that the emphasis on economic 

growth by the Chinese leadership stems from the political consideration that the CCP can 

gain implicit political legitimacy from the public by providing economic benefits (Desai, 

Olofsgård, and Yousef 2009; Zhao 2009; Zhu 2011). In order to maintain performance legiti-

macy, the Chinese central government sets up a long-term growth rate target once every five 

years of around seven percent and directs local governments to achieve the growth target 

(Naughton 2007). As a result, China has experienced spectacular economic growth for many 

decades. In Figure 5-1, China has sustained nearly double-digit growth rates from 1995 to 

2015, which easily surpass those of other countries as well as the world average.  

Scholars and experts in China studies have explored the institutional foundations of 

this Chinese economic success. The predominant theory is the meritocratic political selection 

system, suggesting that clearly designated career rewards on economic performance provide 
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strong incentives for local officials to compete with each other to generate high economic 

growth in order to acquire political advancement in the CCP hierarchy. By implementing a 

series of new cadre management policies that include economic indicators as one of the cru-

cial criteria for promotions, the CCP leadership has invigorated its subnational agents to en-

gage in the yardstick competition (Landry 2008; Whiting 2004). Consequently, it is widely 

reported that local governments in China exert enormous time and energy to construct 

infrastructures for economic growth (Oi 1999). Moreover, there are a fair amount of journal-

istic articles about “zhengji” (political achievement), a word used to describe Chinese local 

leaders’ endeavors to stimulate local economies in order to gain promotions (Duan and Wang 

2006; He 2004; Wang 2013; Zhang 2015). 

 
*Source: The World Bank, World Development Indicators 

 

Figure 5-1: China’s GDP Growth Rates Compared to World 

 

While it is well examined whether the central leadership promotes its subnational 

agents on the basis of their economic performance, the theory of meritocratic selection does 

not provide a clear-cut explanation on the relationship between promotion incentives and in-

ter-jurisdictional competition. The performance-based selection scheme fairly motivates sub-

national officials to engage in generating economic growth in their jurisdictions. Yet, the 

main mechanism of economic growth is inter-jurisdictional competition among subnational 
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governments. Theoretically, individual promotion incentive is only a catalyst for yardstick 

competition, which essentially encourages local economic growth. Without political competi-

tion, the promotion incentives may not necessarily lead to economic growth in localities 

(Epple and Zelenitz 1981; Maskin, Qian, and Xu 2000; Oates and Schwab 1988; Xu 2011).  

 
*Source: The National Bureau of Statistics of China, China Statistical Yearbooks 

 

Figure 5-2: China’s GDP Growth Rates Disaggregated by Provinces 

 

The extant literature focuses mainly on the center’s viewpoint on whether the central 

leadership adopts the performance-based promotions. This approach tends to ignore the sub-

national perspective on the issue regarding how actively subnational officials are willing to 

comply with the centrally designed incentive structure. The meritocratic selection theory 

conveniently assumes that subnational agents are homogeneously affected by the promotion 

incentives designed by the central leadership. However, there is a possibility that each subna-

tional official faces different levels of political competition in the promotion tournament. 

Consequently, the current theory can only explain the growth mechanism at the national level, 

as we observe in Figure 5-1. Although there is a theoretical account for the growth variations 

at the subnational level, mainly through the relationship between political competitions and 

economic outcomes, there has been no systematical approach to examine how the different 

levels of political competition among subnational officials result in different economic out-
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comes in each locality. Without measuring the degree of effort that subnational officials 

would like to exert to develop local economies for promotion, it is challenging to correctly 

identify the effect of meritocratic selection on local economic growth.  

This project seeks to clarify these puzzles by setting economic performance as an out-

come and political competition as an explanatory variable. Especially, by measuring the lev-

els of political competition subnational officials are facing in the promotion tournament, this 

study is designed to explain subnational variations in economic development. Figure 5-2 

shows that China’s GDP growth rates for the past twenty years disaggregated by provinces. 

While the current theory only has an account for the pattern of the national mean (the bold 

red line, i.e. how China was able to achieve nearly double-digit growth rates), this project in-

troduces an analytic tool to interpret the complicated patterns of the Chinese provinces (the 

colored lines, i.e. how some provinces could generate better economic performance than oth-

ers). It vividly shows the complex and random patterns of subnational variations in economic 

growth. In other words, given that all subnational officials presumably face the same incen-

tive structure designed by the center, how can we explain subnational variations in economic 

development even after controlling for inherent characteristics of the regions? 

Ultimately, this project seeks to identify the growth mechanism at the subnational lev-

el by incorporating two important qualifications that the previous literature fails to include: 

first is the conditional nature of bureaucratic incentives depending on career prospects and 

second is the collective nature of decision-making processes in Chinese provinces. As dis-

cussed in Section 2-2, Chinese officials can be categorized into three groups depending on 

their career prospects: dead-enders, careerists, and rising-stars. This project links different 

types of officials in subnational leadership with the subnational economic outcomes.  

Hypothesis 1-1a: A greater number of career-incentivized officials (i.e. careerists) in 

the provincial standing committee would lead to higher economic growth rates in the prov-
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ince. 

Hypothesis 1-1b: A greater number of dead-enders or rising-stars in the provincial 

standing committee would not lead to higher economic growth rates in the province.  

Among Chinese subnational officials, this project examines the full list of the Stand-

ing Members of the Provincial-level Committees (SMPC) in order to explore the collective 

nature of the decision-making process in Chinese provinces. There are largely four ranks in 

the provincial standing committee: party secretary, governor, vice party secretary, and ordi-

nary standing committee members. As we observe in Section 2-3, each SMPC has distinct 

domains for which they are responsible. Thus, examining only one or two top leaders, such as 

the party secretary and the governor, which is done by most of the previous research, is not 

sufficient to explain the full variations of policy outcomes of the provincial government. In-

stead, analyzing the entire members of the provincial standing committee is essential to pre-

cisely examine provincial economic outcomes.  

Hypothesis 1-2: The career incentives of the SMPCs overall are better indicators to 

explain economic outcomes than those of the supreme leaders of the province. 

5-1-2. Model Specification 

Having introduced the building blocks of the predicted probabilities of promotion at 

the individual level and the aggregation of the collective career incentives, this project now 

conducts the main analysis of explaining the provincial economic growth in the context of the 

proportions of each type of the provincial standing committee members. Note that this project 

now turns to build a causation model to test the hypotheses by using the outcomes from the 

machine learning prediction model.  

Ypt=β
1
IVpt+ δXpt+
p+γ

t
+εpt 

For empirical testing, the basic empirical model is a linear model with province and 
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year fixed effect. Ypt  is a dependent variable, the real Gross Regional Product (GRP) growth 

rates of province p at time t. IVpt refers to independent variables constructed in the previous 

section (i.e. the proportions of careerists, dead-enders, and rising-stars in the provincial stand-

ing committees). Xpt contains province p’s economic and social variables that can potentially 

affect the economic growth rates of the provinces. There are population, primary sector GRP 

share, secondary sector GRP share, and lags of provincial government’s revenues and ex-

penditures. Economic variables are all log-transformed to control the scales and the exponen-

tial trends. Lags of the dependent variable are also included in the model to deal with auto-

correlations. � is a year fixed effect, and αp is a provincial fixed effect. Both fixed effects 

are included to control unobservable heterogeneities across provinces and years. In Appendix 

5 and Appendix 6, details on model validations and serial-correlation tests are explored. 

5-1-3. Empirical Results 

This project conducted two sets of empirical analysis derived from the proposed hy-

potheses. Hypothesis 1 is the relationship between the proportions of each type of leader (i.e. 

careerists, dead-enders, and rising-stars) in the provincial standing committee and provincial 

economic growth rates. Hypothesis 2 is to explore whether the above effects are dependent 

on the SMPC rankings (i.e. party secretary, governor, vice party secretary, and rank-and-file 

standing committee member). Note that the full regression table for the models used in this 

section is presented in Appendix 7. First, Figure 5-3 shows the coefficients of the propor-

tions of each type in the provincial standing committees at 95% confidence interval. In the 

figure, the proportions of careerists have a significantly positive effect on the provincial eco-

nomic growth rates. On the other hand, the coefficient of dead-enders implies that an increas-

ing number of dead-enders in the provincial standing committee results in below-average 

economic growth. Surprisingly, rising-stars in the leadership have no effect on the economic 
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outcomes of their working provinces. 

Figure 5-4 describes the effects of each type on economic growth in a much clear way. 

The fitted values of economic growth are increased as the proportion of careerists (blue line) 

is increased. As the share of careerists increases from 0.25 to 0.5, expected growth rate in-

creases by approximately 2.5 percent. On the other hand, the line for dead-enders (red line) 

vividly shows the negative relationship, showing that expected growth rate decreases by al-

most 1.5 percent, as the proportion of dead-enders increases from 0.25 to 0.5. These out-

comes are perfectly consistent with Hypothesis 1. Only career-incentivized SMPCs with 

insecure career prospects are willing to exert effort on provincial economic development in 

order to comply with the center’s incentive system. If an official’s career prospects are too 

poor, there would be no motivation to work hard to generate economic growth. Such officials 

in the leadership are harmful to local economies, as they only produce below-average eco-

nomic growth. The black line in the right plot of Figure 5-4 indicates the impact of rising-

stars. As the proportion of rising-stars is increased, the slope of the line gradually shifts 

downward, but it is not statistically significant. This pattern shows that rising-stars only pro-

duce average-level economic growth. 

 
 

Figure 5-3: Coefficients of Each Type on Economic Growth  
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Figure 5-4: The Relationship between Career Incentives and Economic Growth 

 

The above empirical results consider the provincial standing committee as one identi-

cal group, presuming that each member of the committee can employ a similar level of au-

thority on decision-making processes. In the next analysis, this project examines how the ef-

fects of leadership’s career incentives differ depending on the formal ranks of the provincial 

standing committee. Figure 5-5 indicates the coefficients of careerists by SMPC positions, 

such as party secretary (PS), governor (GOV), vice party secretary (VPS), and rank-and-file 

standing committee members (SC). In the plot, the effect of careerists becomes much strong-

er than that of careerists at the group-level, as we look at the coefficients of the rank-and-file 

standing committee members (SC). On contrary, the career incentives of the top-decision 

makers have no impact on provincial economic growth. 

Table 5-1 describes the coefficients of every type of provincial standing committee 

members by each position. Basically, the table confirms that Hypothesis 2, whether the col-

lective leadership is more influential in implementing economic policies than a handful of top 

decision makers. The empirical results demonstrate that only the proportions of careerist for 

the rank-and-file members show a strong correlation between career incentives and economic 

performance. In the second column, the negative coefficient of dead-enders for the rank-and-

file members is slightly significant, which is identical to the results of the group-level analy-
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sis, but the effect disappears when the model adopts provincial fixed effects. 

 
 

Figure 5-5: Coefficients of Careerists by SMPC Positions 

 

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the career types of any other top rankings have 

no significant effect on provincial economic growth. As Landry, Lü, and Duan (2017) and 

Shih, Adolph, and Liu (2012) suggest, these findings imply that promotion decisions for these 

supreme leaders may be highly politicized. For further political advancement, party secretar-

ies and governors essentially need to move to the central party or government organizations. 

Consequently, they may acknowledge that showing loyalty toward the central leadership or 

resorting to political affiliations is more important than developing local economies. On the 

other hand, it is intuitive that the rank-and-file members consider that displaying their abili-

ties to facilitate local economies is a decisive factor in order to acquire promotions to higher 

positions at the provincial level.  

Throughout the multiple testing on the effects of career incentives on economic per-

formance, this project finds that the career incentives of the rank-and-file standing committee 

members are the primary driver for provincial economic development. In Table 5-2, this pro-

ject further explores whether the main effects are different at different types of the top deci-

sion-makers. Each column means whether the party secretary or the governor of the province 

is a careerist, dead-ender, or rising-star. Are the career incentives of the rank-and-file mem-
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bers on economic performance boosted or mitigated under a certain type of party secretary or 

governor? Across all different model specifications, most of the interaction variables indicate 

that there is no significant difference according to the types of the top leaders, while most of 

the rank-and-file coefficients remain significant.  

Table 5-1: Effect of Each Type by SMPC Positions 

 
Dependent variable: 

 
GRP Index 

 

(1) 

Careerist 

(2) 

Dead-ender 

(3) 

Rising-star 

(4) 

Careerist 

(5) 

Dead-ender 

(6) 

Rising-star 

Rank-and-File 1.471*** -0.968* -1.484 1.591*** -0.829 -1.305 

 
(0.495) (0.532) (0.950) (0.506) (0.560) (0.896) 

Party Secretary 0.008 -0.143 0.237 -0.037 -0.122 0.292 

 
(0.106) (0.113) (0.211) (0.109) (0.120) (0.214) 

Governor 0.008 -0.059 0.165 0.110 -0.165 0.119 

 
(0.109) (0.117) (0.186) (0.112) (0.124) (0.192) 

Vice Party Secretary -0.061 0.076 0.031 -0.150 0.170 0.003 

 
(0.142) (0.157) (0.211) (0.144) (0.163) (0.218) 

Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Province FE NO NO NO YES YES YES 

Observations 593 593 593 593 593 593 

Adjusted R2 0.508 0.505 0.508 0.354 0.347 0.356 

Note: *p<0.1**p<0.05***p<0.01 

  

An interesting exception is the dead-end governor in the fifth column and the eighth 

column. In the non-interaction model shown in the eighth column of Appendix 7, the coeffi-

cient of the rank-and-file careerists is significant, and that of the dead-end governor is not. 

However, once we insert the interaction term between careerist rank-and-file members and 

dead-end governor, the coefficients are changed. The rank-and-file effect becomes insignifi-

cant, and the governor effect and the interaction term turn to be statistically significant. If the 

rank-and-file standing committee members are working under a dead-end governor, they are 

more likely to reflect their interests in developing local economies than when they are work-

ing under a governor with mid or high career prospects. This result implies that the governor, 
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as the head of the provincial government, can exert a substantial amount of authority on pro-

vincial economic growth. Dead-end governors may allow the rank-and-file members to im-

plement their own development policies, as the governors suffer from lack of incentives to 

perform their duties and responsibilities. 

Table 5-2: Interaction Effects of Rank-and-File Careerists by Top Leaders’ Types 

 
Dependent variable: 

 
GRP Index 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

 Careerist 
Dead-

ender 

Rising-

star 
Careerist 

Dead-

ender 

Rising-

star 
Careerist 

Dead-

ender 

Rising-

star 

SC_Careerist 1.470** 1.776*** 1.571*** 1.937*** 0.908 1.675*** 1.776*** 1.051 1.607*** 

 
(0.609) (0.608) (0.502) (0.605) (0.624) (0.514) (0.684) (0.692) (0.526) 

Party Secretary -0.147 -0.011 0.321 
   

-0.153 0.011 0.356 

 
(0.267) (0.281) (0.524) 

   
(0.272) (0.285) (0.529) 

Governor 
 

 
 

0.369 -0.559** 0.445 0.385 -0.595** 0.469 

  
 

 
(0.264) (0.275) (0.469) (0.267) (0.278) (0.469) 

SC*Party Sec-

retary 
0.328 -0.333 0.754 

   
0.385 -0.503 0.793 

 
(0.750) (0.778) (1.592) 

   
(0.769) (0.797) (1.609) 

SC*Governor 
 

 
 

-0.869 1.311* -1.379 -0.921 1.466* -1.326 

 
 

 
 

(0.754) (0.769) (1.539) (0.765) (0.781) (1.539) 

Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Province FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Observations 617 617 617 597 597 597 597 597 597 

Adjusted R2 0.374 0.375 0.382 0.356 0.359 0.355 0.354 0.359 0.362 

Note: *p<0.1**p<0.05***p<0.01 

  

Overall, the effects of the rank-and-file members on provincial economic growth 

seem quite robust across the different models. However, the empirical results can be more 

convincing if we conduct additional robustness tests. One of the major methodological con-

cerns is the statistical level of the confidence intervals for predicted probabilities of promo-

tion when assigning the SMPC types. In Section 3-3, the analysis calculated the confidence 

intervals for predicted values at the 0.99 level, and categorized SMPCs into three groups by 

evaluating whether one’s confidence interval overlaps the corresponding promotion threshold. 



109 

It is empirically plausible to choose 0.99 because 99% certainty on the future career out-

comes is high enough to make inference on leaders’ perception on their own career prospects. 

However, the number is still arbitrarily determined. The confidence levels are undeniably 

crucial because the entire empirical evidence is based on how we define officials who are not 

certain on their future careers. Figure 5-6 deals with this issue by showing the coefficients of 

the rank-and-file careerists at different confidence levels. For both the theoretical and ma-

chine-learning models, the plot clearly illustrates that the coefficients remain strongly con-

sistent at the conventional confidence levels ranging from 0.95 to 0.99.  

 
 

Figure 5-6: Coefficients of Rank-and-File Careerists at Different Confidence Levels 

 

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the career incentives of the top decision-makers 

of the province, such as the party secretary and the governor, have no effect on the provincial 

economic growth. If the career incentives of the rank-and-file standing committee members 

are the main driver for economic development in localities, which positions among the rank-

and-file standing committee members are most incentivized by the performance-based selec-

tion institution? This project further explores the main sources of economic growth within the 

collective decision-making body. Among the provincial standing committee members, the ca-

reer incentives of subnational officials, such as Vice Governors (VGOV), the Party Secretary 

of Provincial Capital (CPS), and Party Secretaries of Sub-provincial and economically im-
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portant Municipalities (SPS and MEM), are more incentivized and able to help generate 

growth than those in other provincial leadership positions, as observed in Figure 5-7. 

 
 

Figure 5-7: Coefficients of SC Careerists on Economic Growth by SC Positions 

 

These SMPC share the common traits. First, although the Chinese provincial leader-

ship decides a variety of provincial affairs by consensus, there are officials whose roles are 

mainly designing, executing, and evaluating economic affairs (Bo 1996; Huang 2002). Vice 

governors, as the deputy governor of the province, are primarily in charge of economic affairs 

overall. The economic prosperity of the provincial capital, sub-provincial, and economically 

important municipalities is also closely related to provincial growth. Particularly, sub-

provincial and economically important municipalities have been upgraded from the ordinary 

municipalities due to their importance in economic scales and impacts (Crane 1990; 

Naughton 1995).  

Second, they are the future candidates of the provincial governor. Economic devel-

opment has been the top priority of the CCP leadership, and therefore the governor, as the 

chief director of the provincial government, takes a responsibility for controlling and super-

vising the economic status of the province (Yang 2012; Zang 1991). It is reasonable to think 
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that the officials who have experience in economic affairs become a candidate for the next 

governor. In fact, many of party secretaries of economically successful municipalities have 

been consistently promoted to the governor position (Xu 2011). Other rank-and-file standing 

committee members, who mainly take charge of the party and social affairs, such as party or-

ganization, propaganda, or social security, are less affected by the provincial economic 

growth. While other members’ overall performance is not easily captured by pure economic 

indicators, the positions specialized in economic growth are more incentivized by the perfor-

mance-based promotion system.  

5-2. Hypotheses 2: Collective Career Incentives and Investment Allocation in China 

5-2-1. Hypothesis Building 

What sorts of criteria that autocrats consider when they distribute resources? The ex-

isting literature on authoritarian stability has provided a convincing answer. Assuming the 

‘dictator’s dilemma’ where the more power dictators acquire, the higher the possibility of a 

coup, the current literature on authoritarianism explains that autocratic leaders distribute re-

sources in response to internal or external threats. Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2004) show that 

dictators decide the targets of resource allocation depending on the size of possible coalitions. 

Acemoglu and Robinson (2009) propose that authoritarian regimes distribute resources to the 

general public in order to buy off popular support for the regime. As one of the channels 

through which dictators distribute their rents to their clients, a redistributive policy is used to 

strengthen elite cohesiveness against societal opposition or internal political rivalry (Boix and 

Svolik 2013). Autocratic leaders sometimes distribute to the poor people in order to expropri-

ate from powerful preexisting elites (Albertus 2013).  

Instead of viewing distribution as policies strategically adopted by the central auto-

crats for regime stability, authoritarian distribution in this project is framed as an unintended 
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consequence of subnational elite competitions. Local leaders in one-party regimes are com-

peting with each other for limited rent-seeking opportunities and limited opportunities to 

show off to their superiors. Therefore, stronger local leaders dominate profitable sub-regions 

to maximize their promotion probabilities, while weaker local leaders are forced to choose 

less profitable targets to foster patron-client relationships with sub-provincial elites. These 

behaviors ultimately influence the level of regional redistribution. Provincial leadership com-

posed of a larger number of strong and careerists is more likely to put more resources into the 

wealthier sub-regions, which aggravates inequality among sub-regions. On the contrary, pro-

vincial leadership composed of a larger number of weaker and low career prospect leaders is 

more likely to channel more resources to the poorer sub-regions. This pattern of allocation 

helps to reduce intra-provincial inequality and partially substitutes direct redistributive poli-

cies. Ultimately, this project explores how the unintended byproduct of elite competitions can 

supplement the inborn lack of government accountability in authoritarian regimes.  

Table 5-3: Types of Subnational Officials and Investment Allocation Patterns 

Category Dead-ender Careerist Rising-star 

Investment Amount - Promote More Promote Less 

Target Municipalities Poorer Wealthier - 

 

Table 5-3 shows hypotheses about the relationship between career incentives of pro-

vincial leaders and resource allocation in the province. Resource allocation within provinces 

is crucial in terms of local governance. Widening spatial gaps, fears of social unrest, and out-

cries from under-developed regions have propelled both policymakers and scholars to address 

regional inequality. Among provincial resources that have an impact on regional inequality, 

this project will focus on total fixed asset investment. Investment-driven growth is the main 

development strategy in China (Naughton 2007). According to the IMF, China’s total invest-

ment as a share of nominal GDP is over 45% in 2015, which is substantially higher than that 

of other large developing countries such as Brazil (21%), Russia (20%), and India (34%) 
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(International Monetary Fund 2016). Investment is the largest portion of the Chinese econo-

my overall. Under the highly decentralized system, local governments in China are able to af-

fect local investment by controlling a variety of channels such as land sales, construction li-

censes, developmental zone establishment, and financial institutions (Montinola, Qian, and 

Weingast 1995; Xu 2011). 

Some may doubt the government’s ability to control investment because investment 

decisions are mostly made by individual firms in a free market economy. However, a transi-

tional economy such as China has imperfect capital markets, and therefore, promoting in-

vestment is significantly affected by political factors (Huang 1999; Qin and Song 2009). Re-

searchers on China’s economy have pointed out numerous political factors driving investment 

decisions such as policy-induced investment, soft loans from the banking system, imbalance 

between performance and capital formation of the state-owned enterprises, and so on (Kornai 

1980; Wang and Fan 2000; Zhang 2002; Zhang and Zou 1998). Along with the above studies, 

this project examines the role of high-ranking provincial officials and their career incentives, 

which affect investment allocation in the region. Fixed asset investment includes investment 

in mostly physical assets such as land, buildings, installations, machinery, technology, and 

roads, resources which can only be acquired with the government’s explicit or implicit per-

mission in China. In particular, real estate investment, which can only take place with local 

government permission, has accounted for over 50% - 60% of the total fixed investment since 

the data was first reported in 2004 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2016). In summary, 

it is safe to assume that high-ranking provincial officials have enough capacity to channel in-

vestment to a certain part of the region.  

When it comes to promoting fixed investment in the region, each type of provincial 

leader has a different motivation. First, careerists have a clear incentive to promote more in-

vestment and channel the investment to wealthier municipalities. Although scholarly works 
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remain inconclusive about the exact mechanisms of political advancement in China, we at 

least ascertain one fact that careerists are willing to impress their superiors with their capa-

bilities. For provincial-level leadership, investment allocated to wealthier and developed mu-

nicipalities is the most efficient option for careerists either to boost provincial growth or to 

maximize their personal rent. There is a trade-off between efficiency and equity with respect 

to regional resource allocation. Urbanized and rich sub-regions are generally considered more 

efficient targets because the regions have the higher marginal productivity of capital (Yamano 

and Ohkawara 2000).  

In contrast, dead-enders are motivated to allocate investment in poorer and under-

developed municipalities. Utilities of dead-enders are not dependent on their immediate ca-

reer future because they are already excluded from the promotion process. For dead-enders, 

their welfare after government service is more important. They would build up patronage 

connection with actors lower down in the administrative hierarchy while still in leadership 

positions. It is well known that retired high-ranking officials still have some level of authority 

on business sectors through informal channels (Foster 2002; Hillman 2010; Kennedy 2005; 

Wank 1996). For example, it is common in China that retired high-ranking officials occupy 

the president positions of sub-provincial economic associations, which are supervised by 

government agencies where such officials served before retirement (Foster 2002). These eco-

nomic associations play a mediator role in government-business relationships by establishing 

mutual commitments with the help of the retired officials involved in the associations (Deng 

and Kennedy 2010). However, patron-client exchanges between retired officials and business 

or industrial associations are a type of market transaction (Wank 1996). There is fierce com-

petition in the post-career market for such potentially lucrative positions. Hence, provincial 

leaders should facilitate social and economic trusts first through their bureaucratic units.  

Under-developed sub-regions provide suitable targets to foster post-retirement patron-
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client ties. First, under-developed municipalities are less visible to central and provincial 

governments. Forming patron-client relationships may entail danger of corruption claims be-

cause it involves activities related to lobbying or bribery. Poorer and under-developed sub-

regions endow fewer resources and generally have some distance from the provincial capital. 

There is relatively little spotlight from media coverage, party inspections, and official tours of 

the central leaders. Second, even though dead-enders are willing to formulate post-career 

connections with richer and more developed municipalities, they would be crowded out from 

those urban centers by other powerful officials in the provincial leadership, especially by ca-

reerists who have strong incentives to promote investment in such municipalities. Dead-

enders are essentially lame duck politicians who have less influence than other officials due 

to their limited time horizon. Officials in wealthy cities know that and maybe less cooperative 

toward such officials in favor of those with a promising future. Officials in poorer localities 

may be more willing to accept any provincial level patronage available, even from someone 

who will leave office soon. In other words, powerful, careerists monopolize all the invest-

ment opportunities in wealthier sub-regions including provincial capitals. A vivid example is 

Qiu He, who was recently removed from the Yunnan Party Standing Committee due to cor-

ruption. Prior to his removal, he was notorious for using his connections in Beijing to prevent 

others from initiating new projects in, Kunming, the provincial capital (Southen Weekend 

2015-3). Less powerful leaders in Yunnan had no choice but to allocate investment in less de-

veloped municipalities.  

On the other hand, rising-stars are likely to promote less investment than low-prospect 

or careerists. They are expected to act like a conserver because the political stakes are too 

high. Local leaders with high career prospects are officials who are promising and destined to 

become high-ranking national leaders. They are cautious in engaging in massive investment 

projects because doing so may increase the chance of being charged on corruption claims. 
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The co-existence of dual economic systems during the transition period and the resulting in-

stitutional ambiguities create a number of grey areas involved in investment projects 

(McNally 2011; Sun 2004). Although officials do not commit economic crimes such as graft, 

bribe, fraud, and embezzlement, which are obviously illegal, they are still vulnerable to 

charges of corruption. Sometimes, culturally accepted ‘normal’ practices such as nepotism 

and favoritism in the process of investment promotion can be seen as abuses of power (He 

2000). This grey corruption can be used by political opponents to attack the entire faction. In 

particular, minor claims on corruption can ruin an official’s career. In the 1980s, there was 

some kind of leniency on punishing corruptive behaviors. However, the punishment has been 

intensified since the 1990s (Interview). According to an interview with an anonymous official 

in the Central Commission for Discipline and Inspection (CCDI), a minor warning from the 

CCDI, even one that does not result in demotion or arrest, can halt one’s promotion path. 

Thus, rising-stars may not want to risk themselves by promoting massive investment projects, 

where there are perceivably numerous corruption opportunities. 

5-2-2. Model Specification 

Having introduced the building blocks of the predicted probability of promotion at the 

individual level and the aggregation of collective career incentives among provincial Stand-

ing Committee members, I proceed with the main analysis of explaining intra-provincial in-

vestment allocation patterns in the context of the proportions of each type of leader. 

Yijt=β�IVit + �β�IVit + β
3
�GRPijt+ δXijt+
j+γ

t
+εijt 

For empirical testing, this project adopted the Fixed Effect estimators. Yijt is a de-

pendent variable, the total fixed asset investment per capita in municipal j in province i at 

time t. IVit refers to independent variables constructed in the previous section (i.e. the propor-

tions of the career-incentivized, the low-prospect, and the rising-stars in provincial Standing 
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Committees) for province i at time t. GRP indicates the quartiles of Gross Regional Product 

per capita of each municipal j at time t. There are four levels of quartiles (from the first quar-

tile to the fourth quartile). The first quartile includes municipalities whose GRP per capita are 

located at the top 25% among the municipalities in the same province. In contrast, the fourth 

quartile is the bottom 25% among the municipalities in the same province. Xijt contains mu-

nicipal j’s control variables that can potentially affect the level of fixed asset investment. γ
t
 is 

year fixed effects, 
j is municipal fixed effects, and εijt is error terms for each observation ijt. 

Table 5-3 shows two hypotheses about the relationship between career incentives of 

provincial leadership and investment allocation within the province. In the empirical analysis, 

β
1
 and β� are the core coefficients of interests. β� indicates the first row of Table 5-3, the 

overall investment amount changes, according to a unit change of independent variable (i.e. 

the proportions of each type of leader). By examining β�, we can test which type of leader is 

likely to promote more or less investment in the province. β
2
 is an interaction term between 

GRP and independent variables, indicating the second row of Table 5-3. It is designed to es-

timate the impact of the proportions of each type of leader on GRP’s coefficients on the in-

vestment amount. This means that the investment allocation target depends on municipal j’s 

GRP level. By looking at β�’s sign (e.g. positive or negative), we can infer which type of 

leader is likely to target GRP higher municipalities or GRP lower municipalities.  

5-2-3. Empirical Results 

Table 5-4 presents the results on the effects of proportions of each type of leader on 

the overall investment amount in the province, defined as the coefficients of the independent 

variables (�1) without interaction terms (�2). The overall investment amount shows how 

much the average level of the municipal investment increases as the proportions of each type 

of leader increase. In the table, a one unit increase in the proportion of careerists leads to an 
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almost 12% increase (i.e. exp(0.113)=1.1196) in investment on average. In other words, when 

the proportion of the careerists increases by 1%, the average municipal investment per capita 

increases by 0.113% (i.e. exp(0.00113)=0.001131). On the contrary, if the proportion of the 

rising-stars increases by 1%, the average municipal investment per capita decreases by 0.17% 

(i.e. 1-exp(0.00173)= -0.001728). The proportion of the dead-enders also leads to an increase 

of the overall investment amount, but the effect is not statistically significant. 

These results are consistent with the proposed hypotheses. Careerists in the provincial 

Standing Committee are willing to promote more investment in order to impress their superi-

ors. The negative coefficient of the proportion of the rising-stars suggests that such a type of 

leader is likely to curb investment, due to possible corruption claims from massive invest-

ment projects. Provincial leaders with low career prospects have no effect on the average 

amount of municipal investment. Dead-enders are generally less capable than the other types 

of provincial leaders, in terms of investment promotion, because they are essentially lame 

duck politicians. They have limited authority on resources that affect the overall amount of 

investment, such as bank loans, public firms, foreign investment, and so on. 

Table 5-4: Coefficients of Predictors on Overall Investment Amount 

 
Dependent variable: 

 
Log Investment per capita 

 

(1) 

 
(2) (3) 

Proportion of Dead-enders 0.013   

 
(0.034)   

Proportion of Careerists  0.105***  

 
 (0.033)  

Proportion of Rising-Stars   -0.142*** 

 
  (0.036) 

    
Year FE YES YES YES 

Observations 4482 4482 4482 

Log Likelihood -52.139 -47.035 -44.400 

                Note:                              *p<0.1**p<0.05***p<0.01 

 

It is widely known that the Chinese banking sector is not totally independent from po-
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litical factors (Pearson 2005; Podpiera 2006; Shen et al. 2009). However, at the same time, 

the banking sector is not the sector that the provincial government can manipulate at its will, 

especially after a series of reforms and deregulations (Chen, Skully, and Brown 2005). The 

government-business relationship in local economies has been increasingly regulated and 

controlled by the central government (Sheng, Zhou, and Li 2011). Although rising-stars have 

enough of an ability to direct or manage local financial institutions, they do not have a strong 

incentive to boost up the provincial investment, especially in the situation where promoting 

investment projects can be seen as an active involvement in rent-seeking activities. However, 

in the case of careerists, they need to make an effort to secure the next promotion. The returns 

of such risk-taking are higher than those of rising-stars. 

Outsiders have limited information about who initiated massive investment projects in 

localities and who actually took charge of these projects. At the very least, a few media expo-

sures on local massive investment projects give us a hint that officials who are located on the 

verge of promotion are actively engaged in the government-business relationship and started 

many investment projects in the locality. Bo Xilai in Dalian and Chongqing is an exemplar of 

this kind. The Reuters paper reported that although there was no direct evidence of any public 

financial links between Bo Xilai and his business allies, they observed that his business allies 

won a series of government contracts as he was continuously promoted to the higher position 

(Hornby 2012). No outsider can prove a direct relationship among politicians, financial insti-

tutions, and businessmen. However, the Bo Xilai’s scandal debunked the pattern of public 

policies that careerists are willing to adopt. 

Indeed, in this analysis, Bo Xilai is categorized as a career-incentivized leader in 2000, 

when he was a party secretary of Dalian. His predicted probability of promotion is only 102th 

out of 253 ordinary Standing Committee members in 2000. When he acquired the promotion 

to governor of Liaoning, he was categorized as a high-prospect leader (32th out of 173 Vice 
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Party Secretaries in 2001). Then, in 2011 when he was a party secretary of Chongqing, his 

ranking of predicted probability of promotion was only 16th out of 33 party secretaries. 

Among party secretaries, he is categorized as a career-incentivized leader. He needed to show 

off his ability more in order to obtain the politburo membership in the next central party con-

gress. His massive investment projects were particularly booming at that time, when he was 

categorized as a career-incentivized leader (Yiu and Francis 2012). The outcome of this ac-

tion was the elimination from the party, due to the corruption charges. 

Table 5-5: Coefficients of Predictors on Investment Allocation 

 
Dependent variable: 

 
Log Investment per capita 

 

(1) 

Dead-ender 

(2) 

Careerist 

(3) 

Rising-star 

Proportion (Q1) -0.083 0.254*** -0.150*** 

 
(0.052) (0.058) (0.055) 

 
   

Proportion*Q2 0.056 -0.138* 0.044 

 
(0.070) (0.084) (0.074) 

 
   

Proportion*Q3 0.112 -0.238*** 0.055 

 
(0.072) (0.086) (0.075) 

Proportion*Q4 0.235*** -0.254*** -0.059 

 (0.070) (0.084) (0.074) 

    
Year FE YES YES YES 

Observations 4482 4482 4482 

Log Likelihood -51.681 -46.138 -48.372 

                Note:                              *p<0.1**p<0.05***p<0.01 

 

However, in order to scrutinize investment amounts and allocations, we need to sepa-

rate these overall effects by municipalities’ wealth levels. Each type of leaders in provincial 

leadership may have heterogeneous motivations depending on the target’s wealth. For exam-

ple, the observed outcome of dead-enders in Table 5-4 may result from their active promo-

tion of investment in some regions but the inability to do the same in other regions. Table 5-5 

indicates the results of interaction variables (��) between the proportions of different types of 

officials (i.e. low-prospect, high-prospect, and careerists) and municipal’s GRP per capita 
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quartiles (i.e. the first quartile to the fourth quartile). It is designed to identify the investment 

targets of provincial leadership depending on the GRP per capita levels of municipalities in 

order to answer whether a certain type of provincial leaders allocates more investment to 

wealthier municipalities or poorer municipalities. In the table, reference level is the first quar-

tile of GRP, meaning that a group of municipalities whose GRP level is the top 25th percentile 

among municipalities in the province. The interaction variables demonstrate how much the 

slope of the reference level shifts depending on the changes in the GRP quartiles of munici-

palities within the province. 

In the case of the proportion of careerists that is shown in the middle column, the co-

efficient for the first quartile is 0.254, meaning that one percentage increase in the career-

incentivized leader’s proportion causes 0.254% increase in investment in the top 25th percen-

tile municipalities in terms of GRP per capita. Interaction variables show that the second 

quartile municipalities receive 0.123% (i.e. exp(0.254-0.138)=1.1229) more investment with 

one percentage increase in the proportion of careerists; the third quartile municipalities only 

receive 0.016% (i.e. exp(0.254-0.238)=1.0161) more investment; the fourth quartile receives 

nothing (i.e. exp(0.254-0.254)=1). The empirical results show that careerists in provincial 

leadership are likely to channel most of the promoted investment into the wealthier sub-

regions: the first and second quartile municipalities. As expected, relative amount of invest-

ment in poorer prefectures is significantly decreased under the control of careerists in the 

provincial leadership.  

This pattern of investment allocation potentially aggravates the intra-provincial ine-

quality level, as they distribute most of the resources into the richer and developed areas and 

allocate almost nothing to the poorer and under-developed areas. Figure 5-8 highlights the 

differences in investment targets between the first quartile and the fourth quartile operated by 

careerists. As the proportion of career incentivized leaders increase in the provincial leader-



122 

ship, the expected investment of the top 25th percentile is increasing rapidly, while there is no 

difference in the bottom 25th percentile municipalities. In the analysis, the rationale of career-

ists is making an effort to impress their central superiors in order to secure the next promotion. 

In terms of investment allocation, what these motivated leaders pursue is channeling their 

promoted investment projects in urban and developed areas. Allocating more investment in 

the top 25th percentile municipalities is advantageous for careerists to impress their superiors. 

The richer and developed sub-regions are more visible, more capital-efficient, and have more 

rent-seeking opportunities. The further research should be required to identify the exact 

mechanism (i.e. which explanations are most salient, when careerists allocate the promoted 

investments).  

 
 

Figure 5-8: Investment in Top 25th and Bottom 25th Percentiles Cities (Careerists) 
 

 

Although dead-enders do not affect the overall amount of investment in the province, 

the interaction analysis suggests that dead-enders promote more investment in poorer munic-

ipalities, while they promote slightly less investment in wealthier municipalities. In Table 5-9, 

the coefficients of the third and fourth quartiles are significantly higher than that of the refer-

ence level – the first quartile. One percentage increase in dead-enders in the provincial lead-

ership leads to 0.16% (i.e. exp(-0.083+0.235)=1.164) increases in investment PC in the bot-

tom 25th percentile municipalities. As we see in Figure 5-9, the expected investment of the 
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fourth quartile (bottom 25th) in terms of municipality’s GRP per capita significantly increases 

with a higher proportion of dead-enders in the leadership. On the other hand, the slope of the 

first quartile (top 25th) is negative, although not statistically significant at 95% confidence 

level.  

 
 

Figure 5-9: Investment in Top 25th and Bottom 25th Percentiles Cities (Dead-enders) 
 

 

This outcome is particularly interesting because it sheds light on the mechanisms of 

authoritarian redistribution. While careerists completely ignore the economic status of the 

bottom 25th percentile municipalities, dead-enders promote more investment in those regions. 

At the same time, dead-enders tend to reduce the level of investment in the top 25th percentile 

municipalities, although statistically not significant. This pattern of investment allocation 

helps to alleviate intra-provincial inequality between wealthier municipalities and poorer mu-

nicipalities. Dead-enders are willing to provide more economic resources to the poorer sub-

regions, while they cannot engage in investment projects in the wealthier sub-regions. In a 

way, gaps in the CCP’s cadre incentives system on the margin alleviate regional inequality. 
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Figure 5-10: Investment in Top 25th and Bottom 25th Percentiles Cities (Rising-stars) 

In the case of the proportion of rising-stars, only reference level, the top 25th percen-

tile, is significant and other interaction terms are not significant. This suggests that provincial 

leaders with high career prospects have a tendency to reduce the overall investment levels 

and do not have a specific target in terms of GRP percentiles. Rising-stars would like to re-

frain from investing across all the sub-regions regardless of the levels of municipalities’ 

wealth. They do not jeopardize their future career by launching massive investment projects 

with numerous grey-area corruption opportunities. In Figure 5-10, both the top 25th percen-

tile and the bottom 25th percentile municipalities would experience drops in fixed asset in-

vestment as the proportion of rising-stars rises. 
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6. Conclusion 

The main findings of this project suggest that the inconclusive debates on the existing 

meritocratic theories may result from the wrong identification strategies that neglect two im-

portant qualifications of the Chinese political system. First, the extant research fails to isolate 

subnational officials with strong career incentives from those who are alienated from political 

advancement. This project addresses this issue by explicitly posing that provincial officials 

even in the same bureaucratic level have different levels of career incentives in accordance 

with their own perceptions on career prospects. Second, scholars tend to improperly link pro-

vincial economic outcomes with the motivations of one or two supreme leaders of a province. 

However, analyzing all the members of the formal collective decision-making body, the pro-

vincial standing committee, is essential to explain policy outcomes of the provincial govern-

ment. With these two unique features, this project argues that the proportion of the career-

incentivized rank-and-file members in provincial leadership is the main driver for provincial 

economic growth. 

However, further research needs to be conducted in order to better understand the de-

cision-making mechanism within the rank-and-file standing committee members. Although 

the Chinese provincial leadership generally makes policy decisions by consensus, individual 

members of the provincial standing committee have distinct domains for which they are re-

sponsible. For example, vice governors are primarily in charge of overall economic social af-

fairs. The director of propaganda department controls media apparatus, while the secretary of 

political and legal affairs commission is responsible for political stability and legal enforce-

ment. It is possible that the effects of career incentives are different depending on the career 

specialties of each provincial standing committee member. In explaining the patterns of eco-

nomic growth, career considerations of standing committee members whose main roles are 

designing, executing, and evaluating economic affairs can be more influential than those of 
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other members. 

In this aspect, the machine learning model of this paper potentially makes meaningful 

contributions to many existing studies of the political economy of China, as the model 

measures the political source of socio-economic outcomes in localities. The provincial stand-

ing committee has formal and informal authority on virtually every aspect of provincial af-

fairs, including economic and social development, propaganda and ideological control, mass 

organization direction, social and political unification, law enforcement, and personnel man-

agement at lower level administrations. By using this model that measures career incentives 

of provincial standing committee members, we can identify subnational variations of these 

issues. Previous studies on subnational policy implementation tend to over-simplify determi-

nants of policy outcomes for the purpose of identifying the causal relations between political 

leaders and their policies. By taking into account heterogeneous incentives among provincial 

leaders, this political framework can outperform existing studies in predicting actual policy 

outcomes. 
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*Appendix 

A1. Variable Description 

Name Measurement T1 M2 

Age Year – Birth Year O 21 

Age2 (Age)2  21 

Age over 60-65 Whether age is over 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, and 65 O 7 

Age quartile 
Age quartile (from 1st to 4th) among the SMPCs in the same rank and in 

the same year 
 21 

Education 0=High Below; 1=High or Tech; 2=College; 3=Post-graduate  21 

BAmajor 
College Major: 1=Humanity; 2=Social Science; 3=Science; 

4=Engineering; 5=ETC  
 21 

Gender Whether male or female  7 

Ethnicity Whether Han or minority  7 

Native Whether born in the currently working province  18 

Ptime The number of years since joining the CCP O 21 

Ptime2 (Ptime) 2  21 

Tenure The number of years in the current SC position  21 

Tenure2 (Tenure)2  21 

Tenure over 5 Whether Tenure is over 5 years O 20 

Tenure over 10 Whether Tenure is over 10 years  7 

Central Exp. Whether had ever worked in the central departments O 11 

PLA Exp. Whether had ever worked in the People’s Liberation Army O 7 

CYL Exp. Whether had ever worked in the Communist Youth League O 16 

Central Exp. in 20 
Whether had worked in the central departments in the first 20 years of 

Ptime 
 9 

PLA Exp. in 20 
Whether had worked in the People’s Liberation Army in the first 20 

years of Ptime 
 7 

CYL Exp. in 20 
Whether had worked in the Communist Youth League in the first 20 

years of Ptime 
 7 

Party Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in CCP organizations, including mass organ-

izations  
 7 

Gov. Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in governments (e.g. center; province; pre-

fecture; county) 
 10 

Organ. Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in central or provincial organization depart-

ment 
 21 

Propa. Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in central or provincial propaganda depart-

ment 
 8 

Secre. Exp. Whether had ever worked as a central or provincial secretariat  14 

Vgov. Exp. Whether had ever worked as a vice governor in a province  20 

Coast Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in the coastal party of China (e.g. Jiangsu; 

Zhejiang; Fujian; Shandong; Guangdong) 
 8 

Work Prov Exp. 
Whether had ever worked in a certain province (31 provinces of China) 

 
7~

9 

Business Exp. Whether had ever worked in state or private enterprises  7 

Econ. Exp. 

Whether had ever worked in economy-related departments (e.g. devel-

opment, audit, bank, finance, commerce, trade, technology, construc-

tion, supervision, production, quality control, custom, electricity, elec-

tronics, industrial relation, tax, oil, machinery, information technology, 

tourism, coal, railroad, aerospace, aeronautics, resource, environment, 

agriculture, three-gorgeous, transportation, south-to-north water diver-

sion). 

 20 

Security Exp. 

Whether had ever worked in security-related departments (e.g. public 

security, law and politics, social stability, state security, court, procura-

torate, handling cult issues, fighting against evil forces, Tibetan coordi-

 7 
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nation, Xinjiang coordination, anti-corruption, Falun-dafa control, anti-

pornography)  

Civil Exp. 

Whether had ever worked in civil-affair departments (e.g. civil affairs, 

labor and social security, education, university, culture, sports, religion, 

healthcare, academic degrees, aging population, women and children, 

family planning, ethnicity, disabled, human rights, writers, scientists, 

Red-cross, disaster reduction, flood control, drug, language, cultural 

heritage, earthquake, climate, AIDS, mutual support between the mili-

tary and civilian sectors) 

 14 

CC Year 
Nth year of the central party congress from the 11th to 18th party con-

gress 
O 21 

Position Rank of SMPC (e.g. PS; GOV; VPS; SC) O 21 

SC Position 
SC positions (e.g. VGOV; DIC; PLC; OR; PR; SG; CPS; SPS; MR; 

ETC) 
O 21 

N of Transfer The number of positions held before (central or provincial positions) O 21 

N of Transfer2 (N of Transfer)2 O 21 

Dis. Rank The provincial rankings of geographical distance from Beijing  21 

GDP Rank The provincial rankings of GDP per capita   

GDP Rank94 The provincial rankings of GDP per capita in 1994   

Municipality 
Whether the working province is a Directly-controlled Municipality  

(e.g. Beijing; Tianjin; Shanghai; Chongqing) 
O 7 

Autonomous 
Whether the working province is an Autonomous Region 

(e.g. Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, Tibet, Ningxia, Xinjiang) 
O 7 

Western 
Whether the working province is located in the Western part of China  

(e.g. Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai) 
 7 

Coastal 
Whether the working province is located in the Coastal part of China  

(e.g. Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, Guangdong) 
 10 

Central 
Whether the working province is located in the Central part of China  

(e.g. Hebei, Henan, Shanxi, Hubei, Hunan, Anhui, Jiangxi) 
 7 

North-eastern 

Whether the working province is located in the North-Eastern part of 

China  

(e.g. Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang) 

 9 

Degree  Degree Centrality with the Central and Provincial Committee members  21 

Between 
Betweenness Centrality with the Central and Provincial Committee 

members 
 21 

Closeness 
Closeness Centrality with the Central and Provincial Committee mem-

bers 
 21 

Degree.W 
Weighted Degree Centrality with the Central and Provincial Committee 

members 
 21 

Between.W 
Weighted Betweenness Centrality with the Central and Provincial 

Committee members 
 21 

Closeness.W 
Weighted Closeness Centrality with the Central and Provincial Com-

mittee members 
 21 

W. PSG 
Whether had worked with the current PSG (Party Secretary-General) in 

the same ministerial level unit at the same time for over one year 
O 7 

W. PSC 

Whether had worked with the current PSC (Politburo Standing Com-

mittee Members) in the same ministerial level unit at the same time for 

over one year 

O 9 

W. Polit. 
Whether had worked with the current Politburo members in the same 

ministerial level unit at the same time for over one year 
 19 

W. Organ. 

Whether had worked with the current head of the Central Organization 

Department in the same ministerial level unit at the same time for over 

one year 

 12 

W. Premier 
Whether had worked with the current Premier in the same ministerial 

level unit at the same time for over one year 
 7 

W. V. Premier 
Whether had worked with the current Vice Premier in the same ministe-

rial level unit at the same time for over one year 
 7 
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W. Secret 
Whether had worked with the current First-rank Secretariat in the same 

ministerial level unit at the same time for over one year 
 7 

W. NPC 

Whether had worked with the current chairman of the National People’s 

Congress in the same ministerial level unit at the same time for over 

one year 

 7 

W. NPPCC 

Whether had worked with the current chairman of the National People’s 

Political Consultative Conference in the same ministerial level unit at 

the same time for over one year 

 8 

W. CDIC 

Whether had worked with the current secretary of the Central Commis-

sion for Discipline Inspection in the same ministerial level unit at the 

same time for over one year 

 7 

W. P. PSG 
Whether had worked with the previous PSG in the same ministerial 

level unit at the same time for over one year 
 7 

W. P. PSC 
Whether had worked with the previous PSC in the same ministerial 

level unit at the same time for over one year 
 12 

W. P. Polit. 
Whether had worked with the previous Politburo members in the same 

ministerial level unit at the same time for over one year 
 14 

W. I. PSG 
Whether had worked with the incoming PSG in the same ministerial 

level unit at the same time for over one year 
 7 

W. I. PSC 
Whether had worked with the incoming PSC in the same ministerial 

level unit at the same time for over one year 
 15 

W. I. Polit. 
Whether had worked with the incoming Politburo members in the same 

ministerial level unit at the same time for over one year 
 16 

B. PSG Whether born in the same province with the current PSG O 9 

B. PSC Whether born in the same province with the PSC O 12 

B. Polit. Whether born in the same province with the current Politburo members  16 

B. Organ. 
Whether born in the same province with the current head of the Central 

Organization Department 
  

B. Premier 
Whether born in the same province with the current Premier of the 

State Council 
 7 

B. V. Premier 
Whether born in the same province with the current Vice Premier of the 

State Council  
 7 

B. Secret 
Whether born in the same province with the current First-rank Secretar-

iat 
 7 

B. NPC 
Whether born in the same province with the current chairman of the 

National People’s Congress  
 7 

B. NPPCC 
Whether born in the same province with the current chairman of the 

National People’s Political Consultative Conference  
 9 

B. CDIC 
Whether born in the same province with the current secretary of the 

Central Commission for Discipline Inspection 
 7 

B. P. PSG Whether born in the same province with the previous PSG  7 

B. P. PSC Whether born in the same province with the previous PSC  15 

B. P. Polit. 
Whether born in the same province with the previous Politburo mem-

bers 
 17 

B. I. PSG Whether born in the same province with the incoming PSG  8 

B. I. PSC Whether born in the same province with the incoming PSC  21 

B. I. Polit. 
Whether born in the same province with the incoming Politburo mem-

bers 
 17 

B. Pref. PSG Whether born in the same prefecture with the current PSG   

B. Pref. PSC Whether born in the same prefecture with the current PSC   

B. Pref. Polit. Whether born in the same prefecture with the current Polit.   

B. W. PSG Whether had worked in the birth province of the current PSG O 7 

B. W. PSC Whether had worked in the birth province of the current PSC O 7 

B. W. Polit. 
Whether had worked in the birth province of the current Politburo 

members 
  

U. PSG Whether graduated from the same university with the current PSG O  

U. PSC Whether graduated from the same university with the current Politburo O  
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Standing Committee members 

U. Polit. 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current Politburo 

members 
  

U. Organ. 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current head of 

the Central Organization Department 
  

U. Premier Whether graduated from the same university with the current Premier    

U. V. Premier 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current Vice 

Premier  
  

U. Secret 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current First-rank 

Secretariat 
  

U. NPC 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current chairman 

of the National People’s Congress  
  

U. NPPCC 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current chairman 

of the National People’s Political Consultative Conference  
  

U. CDIC 
Whether graduated from the same university with the current secretary 

of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection 
  

U. P. PSG Whether graduated from the same university with the previous PSG   

U. P. PSC Whether graduated from the same university with the previous PSC   

U. P. Polit. 
Whether graduated from the same university with the previous Politbu-

ro members 
  

U. I. PSG Whether graduated from the same university with the incoming PSG   

U. I. PSC Whether graduated from the same university with the incoming PSC   

U. I. Polit. 
Whether graduated from the same university with the incoming Polit-

buro members 
  

Deng Whether had worked under Deng Xiaoping  7 

Tsinghua Whether obtained a BA degree from Tsinghua university O 7 

Peking  Whether obtained a BA degree from Peking university  7 

Party School Whether obtained a BA degree from the Central Party School   7 

Elite Univ. 
Whether obtained a BA degree from the Top 5th universities  

(e.g. Peking, Tsinghua, People, Fudan, Shanghai Jiaotong) 
 8 

Princeling Whether an offspring of the Central Committee member O 7 

Shanghai Whether had ever worked in the Shanghai municipality O  

Pat PSG Promo Whether the connected PSC member is promoted to the next PSG  7 

Pat PSC Promo Whether the connected Politburo member is promoted to the next PSC   16 

Pat Polit. Promo 
Whether the connected Central Committee member is promoted to the 

next Politburo 
  

Pat PSG Retired Whether the connected PSG is retired in the next Party Congress  7 

Pat PSC Retired 
Whether the connected PSC member is retired in the next Party Con-

gress 
 9 

Pat Polit. Retired 
Whether the connected Politburo member is retired in the next Party 

Congress 
 12 

Pat Arrested 
Whether the connected PSC or Politburo member is arrested or under 

investigation  
 7 

GRP IDX Average Gross Regional Product growth rates during SMPC’s tenure  O  

GRP 1 IDX 
Average Primary Gross Regional Product growth rates during SMPC’s 

tenure 
  

GRP 2 IDX 
Average Secondary Gross Regional Product growth rates during 

SMPC’s tenure 
  

GRP 3 IDX 
Average Tertiary Gross Regional Product growth rates during SMPC’s 

tenure 
  

GRP PC IDX 
Average Primary Gross Regional Product per capita growth rates during 

SMPC’s tenure 
  

Revenue IDX Average provincial revenue growth rates during SMPC’s tenure O  

Expenditure IDX Average provincial expenditure growth rates during SMPC’s tenure   

Investment IDX Average fixed asset investment growth rates during SMPC’s tenure   

Public IDX 
Average provincial public good provision growth rates during SMPC’s 

tenure (e.g. education, healthcare, pension, culture, and sports govern-
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ment expenditures)  

N of Teacher IDX 
Average the numbers of primary teachers growth rates during SMPC’s 

tenure  
  

*Note: 1 selected for the theoretical model 2 how many times selected for each year’s predictions estimated by 

the machine-learning model from 1995 to 2015 (max: 21) 
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A2. Data 

All the biographical and career information of individual subnational officials in the 

following analysis comes from the CCP Elite Database (Shih and Lee 2017). The database 

contains over 4500 CCP cadres, including all the Central Committee members from the 1st 

Party Congress to the 18th Party Congress, and over 2400 Standing Members of the Provin-

cial Party Committees (SMPC) from 1976 to 2016, with extensive biographical and career 

data, including age, gender, ethnicity, county-level birthplace, education level, university al-

ma maters, year of entering and retiring the CCP, work experience prior to becoming a CCP 

member, revolutionary and purged background, and all the job trajectories that each cadre 

had experienced from the time the cadre joined the party. In particular, the database encom-

passes exceptionally comprehensive career data, as it can virtually identify thousands of dif-

ferent organization affiliations, including 645 party, 550 governments, 394 military, and 77 

social organizations in addition to 2411 administrative units and 1040 universities. Overall, 

we can track all of the ranks of the positions that individual officials had held during their 

tenures, totaling over 13500 job specifications per year. 

The economic variables used in this project are provincial-level economic and social 

indicators, including Gross Regional Product (GRP) Index, GRP per capita, overall revenues 

and expenditures, and population. The data were compiled by the author from many different 

sources: China Statistical Yearbooks published by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, 

Statistical Material for Prefectures, Cities, and Counties national wide published by the Min-

istry of Finance of China, China Premium Database available by CEIC, and China Data 

Center at the University of Michigan. This project excludes Tibet and Xinjiang from the 

analysis because the regions are idiosyncratic in terms of ethnic makeup, major historical 

events, and institutionalized central subsidies to these jurisdictions.  
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A3. ROC Curves of Machine Learning Processes 

 
               Party Secretary: 0.723              Governor: 0.772 

 
             Vice Party Secretary: 0.706        The Rank-and-File: 0.825 

 
             Final AUC Plots: Means of 5-fold CV Test Sets 
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A4. Threshold Examples 

 

 

 
           1997                                  2002 

 

 

 
            2007                                 2012 
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A5. Model Validations 

 

 
Test of Linearity 

 

 

 
Residual Plots  
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A6. Autocorrelation Testing with ACF Plots 
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A7. Full Regression Table of the Main Empirical Analysis 

 
Dependent variable: 

 
GRP Index 

 

(1) 

Career- 

ist 

(2) 

Dead- 

Ender 

(3) 

Rising- 

Star 

(4) 

Career- 

ist 

(5) 

Dead- 

Ender 

(6) 

Rising- 

Star 

(7) 

Career- 

ist 

(8) 

Dead- 

Ender 

(9) 

Rising- 

Star 

(10) 

Career- 

ist 

(11) 

Dead- 

Ender 

(12) 

Rising- 

Star 

1. Overall             

 
1.078*** -0.950** -0.513          

 (0.405) (0.447) (0.722)          

2. Position             

Rank-and-File    1.591*** -0.829 -1.305       

    
(0.506) (0.560) (0.896)  

  
 

  

PS 
   

-0.037 -0.122 0.292  
  

 
  

    
(0.109) (0.120) (0.214)  

  
 

  

GOV 
   

0.110 -0.165 0.119 
      

    
(0.112) (0.124) (0.192) 

      

VPS 
   

-0.150 0.170 0.003 
 

 
  

 
 

    
(0.144) (0.163) (0.218) 

 
 

  
 

 

3. Interaction             

SC_Careerist 
    

 
 

1.551*** 1.535*** 1.569*** 1.776*** 1.051 1.607*** 

     
 

 
(0.503) (0.502) (0.499) (0.684) (0.692) (0.526) 

PS 
    

 
 

-0.034 -0.136 0.294 -0.153 0.011 0.356 

     
 

 
(0.109) (0.118) (0.213) (0.272) (0.285) (0.529) 

GOV  
     

 0.094 -0.129 0.101 0.385 -0.595** 0.469 

      
 (0.111) (0.122) (0.191) (0.267) (0.278) (0.469) 

SC*PS  
     

 
  

 0.385 -0.503 0.793 

      
 

  
 (0.769) (0.797) (1.609) 

SC*GOV  
     

 
   

-0.921 1.466* -1.326 

      
 

   
(0.765) (0.781) (1.539) 

Population -0.475 -0.265 -0.655 -0.412 -0.336 -0.991 -0.432 -0.388 -0.448 -0.391 -0.398 -0.489 

 
(1.162) (1.172) (1.179) (1.217) (1.233) (1.224) (1.216) (1.219) (1.204) (1.219) (1.221) (1.206) 

GRPPC 1.665** 1.793** 1.604** 1.706** 1.441* 1.759** 1.730** 1.591** 1.724** 1.726** 1.491* 1.673** 

 
(0.763) (0.767) (0.772) (0.785) (0.801) (0.790) (0.785) (0.791) (0.778) (0.788) (0.796) (0.782) 

L1.Exp. 0.800 0.684 0.927 0.887 0.943 0.903 0.909 0.929 0.939 0.969 1.052 0.981 

 
(0.679) (0.685) (0.690) (0.697) (0.708) (0.702) (0.695) (0.696) (0.690) (0.697) (0.699) (0.692) 

L1.Rev. -1.041* -1.069** -1.136** -0.966* -0.879 -1.017* -1.018* -0.945* -1.096** -1.057* -0.996* -1.113** 

 
(0.531) (0.532) (0.533) (0.539) (0.546) (0.539) (0.538) (0.541) (0.534) (0.540) (0.543) (0.535) 

L1.GRP IDX 0.529*** 0.532*** 0.541*** 0.521*** 0.528*** 0.524*** 0.519*** 0.517*** 0.515*** 0.520*** 0.517*** 0.514*** 

 
(0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.035) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) 

Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Province FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Observations 617 617 617 593 593 593 597 597 597 597 597 597 

Adjusted R2 0.372 0.369 0.365 0.354 0.347 0.356 0.355 0.357 0.363 0.354 0.359 0.362 

Note: *p<0.1**p<0.05***p<0.01 

 




