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1 Introduction

Bureaucracy is one of the most essential institutions of modern states. A capable and effective bu-

reaucracy plays a central role in promoting economic development and industrialization (Evans

1995; Evans and Rauch 1999), reducing poverty (Henderson et al. 2007), improving the effi-

ciency of privatization (Brown, Earle and Gehlbach 2009), and delivering high-quality governance

(Dahlström, Lapuente and Teorell 2012). Ever since Weber’s (1978) seminal analysis of the role

of legal rational bureaucracy in the rise of modern capitalism, a large body of scholarship has

been devoted to understanding how the organizational characteristics of state bureaucracies affect

countries’ administrative and economic performance. So far, the most influential paradigm in this

literature draws a sharp distinction between the so-called Weberian and patrimonial bureaucracies.

The Weberian bureaucracy, which features formal rules, impersonal authority, and meritocratic

recruitment and promotion criteria, is widely believed to be an important institutional precondi-

tion for development and effective governance (Evans and Rauch 1999; Rauch and Evans 2000).

By contrast, a patrimonial bureaucracy is characterized by weak rules, personalized authority, and

pervasive patron-client relations; it is frequently associated with economic stagnation and poor

governance (Van de Walle 2001; van Zon 2001). The contrast between the two ideal types has

underpinned many influential comparative analyses on the successes and failures of state-led de-

velopment, especially the divergent paths between the high-performing East Asian developmental

states and the failed states in sub-Saharan Africa (Evans 1995; Goldsmith 1999; Woo-Cumings

1999). Outside of academia, it has also influenced the mindset of policy practitioners: A central

theme of the civil service reform advocated by international donors is to replace the traditional ad-

ministrations based on patronage and personal discretion with a Weberian model that emphasizes

meritocratic principles and rule-based management (Nunberg and Nellis 1995; UNDP 2004).

While the binary framework offers a useful and parsimonious tool for making sense of the

variations in government performance around the world, it has been unable to adequately explain

the exceptional growth of China over the past four decades under the Chinese Communist Party

(CCP). Although there is little doubt that the state, especially its local administrations, has played
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an instrumental role in China’s economic takeoff, the structure and practices of state bureaucracy

do not seem to conform closely to the Weberian ideal in many respects; if anything, they have

been described by many as the “antithesis to the principles of Weberian bureaucracy” (Edin 2005).

Far from being a rule-oriented system, for example, China’s bureaucracy features a personalistic

authority structure governed by “human relationships that extends from the ‘leading figure’ to

his deputies” (Pye 2002). Moreover, contrary to the common belief that the system contains a

highly meritocratic formal selection institution that directly links concrete economic performance

to political promotions, formal evaluation criteria are abstract and general, and the results typically

have no binding effects on political selection (Su et al. 2012). Instead, patron-client relations have

a pervasive presence in the system and remain one of the most crucial factors in determining the

career outcomes of junior officials (Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012).

China’s development experience calls for a reconsideration of whether the binary contrast be-

tween Weberian and patrimonial administrations is adequate for understanding the highly complex

sources of administrative effectiveness. In this article, I argue that the literature would benefit

from a better appreciation of the role of informal, patrimonial institutions in the functioning of bu-

reaucratic organizations: Instead of viewing them as inherently backward and counterproductive

elements, as the Weberian perspective would suggest, I argue that patrimonial institutions such as

patron-client networks can help improve the performance of government bureaucracies by miti-

gating some of the key internal problems they face. More specifically, I argue that the capacity

of patron-client relations to coordinate actions in the absence of formal third-party enforcement

allows them to offer an important, albeit informal, solution to the thorny principal-agent problems

that plague many hierarchical organizations. By fostering a sense of mutual trust and raising the

value of long-term cooperation, these relations help to align the interests of bureaucratic agents

with their principals and discourage short-term, opportunistic behaviors on both sides. When for-

mal incentive schemes are weak or incomplete, the principal can use these personal bonds as an

alternative mechanism to mobilize agents to undertake challenging tasks essential to the vitality of

the organization.
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I provide empirical support for this argument by analyzing an original panel dataset for city-

level administrations in China between 2000 and 2011. Although the secrecy of authoritarian

politics makes it difficult to discern political alignments among the elite, I overcome this challenge

by working with a new biographical database and a novel strategy that infers patron-client relations

from past promotions. Exploiting variations in connections between cities and provinces induced

by the constant reshuffling of political leaders at both levels, I estimate how patronage ties affect

economic performance at the city level using a series of fixed effects models. Consistent with my

argument, I find that city leaders who have informal ties to the incumbent provincial secretary, the

de facto leader of a province, deliver significantly better economic performance than those whose

patrons have either retired or left the province. The average performance premium of connected

agents is estimated to be about 0.44 percentage points in annual GDP growth, which translates into

a 350 million yuan (~50 million U.S dollars) increase in wealth created each year for a city with

an average-sized economy.

I then investigate the mechanism through which connections might have improved agents’ per-

formance. I begin by providing evidence on the incentive-enhancing role of informal connections.

As indirect evidence, I examine how the performance premium varies with several measures that

capture the prospect of future cooperation, including age profiles of the patrons and the clients and

the informal political affiliations of the patrons themselves. I find that the performance premium

is the greatest when clients do not face imminent retirement and when patrons enjoy better career

prospects by virtue of their association with the paramount party leaders. I also construct more

direct measures of agents’ policy priorities and administrative efforts using several newly available

data sources, including the full-text corpus of over 3,000 local government work reports and a

comprehensive database on law and regulation in China. I show that connected city leaders tend to

adopt a potentially more risky policy portfolio that places greater emphasis on development-related

issues, and exert greater efforts in both revenue collection and legislation. Finally, I conduct a se-

ries of additional tests to account for some important alternative explanations, including clients’

greater propensity to falsify data, distributive favoritism, and heterogeneity in career backgrounds,
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and show that none of them appear to be a main driver of the observed performance premium.

By demonstrating that patron-client relations can help generate strong bureaucratic incentives

for promoting development in the world’s largest developing country, this study provides important

counter evidence against the predominant narrative of state-led development, which views the the

presence of a strong, rational Weberian bureaucracy as a necessary condition for rapid economic

growth (Evans and Rauch 1999; Rauch and Evans 2000). My analysis echoes with a growing, but

still scattered, literature that that documents the extensive existence of non-Weberian elements in

systems that have achieved impressive economic outcomes. In a pioneer study of the Brazilian bu-

reaucracy, Schneider (1992) argues that its dense patronage networks contributed to the country’s

rapid industrial development in the 1970s and 1980s by facilitating the coordination among dif-

ferent agencies. The literature on “patrimonial developmental states” in Africa also demonstrates

that when the leadership is committed to promoting development, rapid economic growth is pos-

sible, even with a patrimonial bureaucratic structure (Khan and Sundaram 2000). There is also

increasing evidence that even in many of the East Asian states—the closest real-world approxima-

tion to the Weberian ideal—the operation of the bureaucracy has never been fully impersonal or

meritocratic (Boyd and Ngo 2005). Instead, political discretion, personal loyalty, and regional ties

have played tremendously important roles in recruitment and promotion decisions (Ha and Kang

2011; Hwang 1996). Most recently, Ang (2016) documents several other important non-Weberian

practices adopted by the Chinese bureaucracy in promoting development, including de facto profit

sharing between high-and low-level bureaucratic agencies. These findings, along with my own,

serve as a cautionary note against the tendency to posit an overly simplistic dichotomy between

“good” and “bad” institutions in analyzing large, complex political entities such as bureaucracies,

and call for a more nuanced assessment of the interaction between formal and informal institutions

in the process of state-led development.1

Moreover, this study also contributes to the burgeoning literature on the sources of resilience

1Related to this article, a recent study by Ang (2016) also documents other important non-Weberian but incentive-
enhancing aspects of the Chinese bureaucracy, such as the practice of de facto profit sharing between high- and low-
level bureaucratic agencies.
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in authoritarian regimes. Existing studies on authoritarian durability tend to focus primarily on the

formal, semi-democratic institutions, such as parties, legislatures, and elections (Blaydes 2010;

Boix and Svolik 2013; Brownlee 2007; Gandhi 2008; Geddes 2003), but have devoted relatively

limited attention to informal institutions, which presumably play a much more important role than

formal rules and procedures in weakly institutionalized settings like authoritarian politics. This

study fills this lacuna by providing new and systematic evidence on how informal patron-client

networks help the Chinese regime deliver rapid economic growth, a task essential to its popularity.

Although the growth-promoting impact of patronage networks may be specific to the Chinese con-

text given its distinct, performance-based mode of legitimation (Yang and Zhao 2015), the general

finding about the enabling effect of informal institutions is consistent with evidence from other

authoritarian regimes, where similar networks have been mobilized to fulfill other important polit-

ical tasks, such as vote mobilization (Magaloni 2006) or repression (Hassan 2016), or controlling

remote territories (Easter 2000).

2 Patrimonial Institutions and Principal-Agent Problems in Bu-

reaucracies

The central theoretical claim that I advance in this article is that, contrary to the prevailing view

that they are merely a source of inefficiency, patrimonial institutions such as patron-client relations

can play a critical role in improving government performance. This claim is based on the premise

that significant conflicts of interest exist among actors within government bureaucracies. Although

research following the Weberian tradition has tended to downplay such conflicts by assuming that

professionally trained bureaucrats automatically internalize the goals and preferences of their su-

perior,2 a large body of political science and economics research on principal-agent problems has

2Weber (1978, 987-989), for example, famously likened agents in an ideal bureaucracy to the “cogs” of an ever-
moving machine, effectively internalizing and adhering to the goals and purposes of the organization. The contempo-
rary literature on developmental states has similarly stayed away from a discussion of the internal politics of the state
administration by assuming that career stability, shared background, and elevated social status can automatically elicit
a high degree of solidarity among the bureaucrats (Evans 1995, 49 and Evans and Rauch 1999, 751-752).
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suggested that this assumption is problematic.3 At the risk of gravely oversimplifying this vast and

highly sophisticated literature, the key tension between the principals and the agents can be char-

acterized as a two-way moral hazard problem. On the one hand, it has been well recognized that

bureaucratic agents possess a wide range of goals and preferences that are not always in line with

those of their principals (Downs 1967), and the presence of information asymmetry in a hierarchi-

cal setting gives agents the opportunity to pursue actions that maximize their own interests—such

as private rents, leisure, or their personally preferred policy outcomes—sometimes at the expense

of the performance of the organization as a whole (Alchian and Demsetz 1972; Brehm and Gates

1994, chapter 1). To induce efforts from the agents, principals often have to “purchase” them by

promising agents rewards for their dedicated service. The reward can take the form of a bonus, a

promotion, or other tangible and intangible benefits that the agents value. However, the credibility

of such promises suffers from a second moral hazard problem on the part of the principal: To the

extent that rewards can be costly to the principal and such transactions are usually inter-temporal

in nature (as opposed to on-the-spot), the principal may be tempted to renege on his promise after

the agents have provided the services (Breton and Wintrobe 1982, 48; Dixit 2002, 703; Miller and

Whitford 2007). Given the existence of asymmetric power, it is usually difficult for the agent to

hold the principal accountable for his defection, and the anticipation of potential defection may

discourage the agents from entering into such transactions with the principal in the first place.

One standard solution to this two-way moral hazard problem is to develop a formal contract

that stipulates legally enforceable responsibilities for both the agents and the principals (Hölm-

strom 1979). Such a solution, however, is not always feasible for public bureaucracies: Unlike

private firms, government agencies often face multiple, changing goals that cannot be fully deter-

mined in advance; it is also usually difficult to conduct objective ex post assessments of the value

of agents’ performance, in part because many services being offered are case-specific and lack di-

rect market comparisons (Kravchuk and Schack 1996; Rainey and Bozeman 2000). Additionally,

public bureaucracies’ restrictions on hiring, firing, and remuneration practices also place limits on

3For a review of this literature in political science, see Miller (2005).
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the principals’ ability to make precise commitments about the type and quantity of rewards that

they can offer to the agents. Given all these constraints, a formal performance contract that spec-

ifies every contingency of principal-agent interactions is usually very difficult to write, let alone

enforce, in a government-bureaucratic setting.

I argue that when formal contractual arrangements are inadequate for sustaining cooperation

across ranks, the principal can use patrimonial institutions such as patron-client relations as an

alternative means to strengthen performance incentives from their agents. These relations embody,

in essence, a form of voluntary, reciprocal exchange between two individuals with unequal sta-

tus, whereby the individual of higher status (i.e., the patron) provides concrete benefits, such as

resources and protection, to the individual of lower status (i.e., the client) in exchange for services

that are usually less tangible and predictable in nature, including skills, support, and general assis-

tance (Scott 1972). The exchange usually encompasses a variety of goods and services and lasts

for an extended period of time. Most notably, cooperation in patron-client relations is enforced not

by a third-party adjudicator but through the shared interest of both parties in maintaining a valuable

long-term relationship. As a result, they are widely used in organizing activities that are not for-

mally supported or even sanctioned by existing legal or social institutions (Eisenstadt and Roniger

1984), such as corruption (Ganev 2013; Rose-Ackerman 1999), vote-buying (Stokes 2005), and

local collusion (Zhou 2010).

While most of the existing studies on patronage networks so far have focused on how such

networks help agents to engage in actions that subvert or undermine the authority of formal in-

stitutions, I argue that the same networks can also be used by principals to strengthen top-down

control over their agents. When a principal is also the patron of a dominant political network in the

organization, he can reinforce his formal authority through the informal solidarity that he develops

with his agents through these clientelistic exchanges. Early literature on organization theory has

pointed out that informal organizations play an important role in eliciting compliance in formal or-

ganizations (e.g., Barnard 1968; Blau 1955). Rudolph and Rudolph (1979), in particular, stress that

patron-client relations can contribute to the effectiveness of bureaucracies by improving the degree

8



of congruence in goals and values between bureaucratic superiors and their subordinates. Recent

economics research on “implicit” or “relational” contracts has also shown that informal reciprocal

relations exist widely between superiors and subordinates in firms as well as in other hierarchical

organizations, and play a critical role in ensuring a consistent level of performance in those organi-

zations, especially when the performance standards cannot be fully specified in formal, objective

terms (Baker, Gibbons and Murphy 2002; Levin 2003). Repeated, personalized interactions, along

with the diffuse nature of these relationships, help to extend the participants’ time horizons and

foster a sense of mutual trust that is essential for an efficient exchange between rewards and (usu-

ally intangible) services (Breton and Wintrobe 1982; Radner 1985). Even though shirking is not

always detectable, agents may be less willing to do so if they perceive their efforts as not only a

means to fulfill formal bureaucratic obligations, but also an investment in an on-going personal re-

lationship that will bring future benefits. Similarly, when efforts are interpreted in a personal light,

it also gives the principals greater incentive to reciprocate such favors with promised rewards so

as to ensure the continued loyalty of their clients. When the formal bureaucratic relations overlap

with personal connections, therefore, the short-term incentives to act opportunistically may give

way to a pattern of long-term cooperation, which is beneficial to the overall effectiveness of the

organization.

3 Patronage Politics and Performance Incentives in China

3.1 Limited Incentives from Formal Institutions

China’s rapid economic growth over the past three and half decades in the absence of full-fledged

legal or market institutions has long been of interest to social scientists. To date, the predominant

explanation for this puzzle has emphasized the party’s unique political and bureaucratic institutions

that link economic performance to political rewards. According to this view, the regime has devel-

oped throughout the reform era an elaborate personnel management system that regularly evaluates

and promotes officials on the basis of their economic accomplishments (Xu 2011). This system
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in turn induces an intense, tournament-style competition among promotion-seeking local officials,

creating powerful incentives for them to engage in tasks that promote economic growth under their

jurisdictions (Li and Zhou 2005). Such a view has not only received wide currency among China

specialists but also been taken as fact by scholars who study China from a comparative perspec-

tive. As a recent champion of a China model that stands in contrast to liberal democracies, Bell

(2015) notably argues that China’s economic success in the post-Tiananmen era has hinged on “a

sophisticated and comprehensive system for selecting and promoting political talent”.

While I do not dispute the literature’s general assessment of the importance of top-down in-

centives in shaping officials’ behaviors, a closer look at the Chinese bureaucracy nonetheless casts

serious doubt on the view that the formal institutions alone are sufficient to motivate lower-level

agents. To begin with, the formal linkage between good performance and promotion is rather

weak. Although the regime does have several functioning evaluation systems, most of them use

very broad and general criteria that are not directly related to economic or administrative perfor-

mance.4 Systematic, quantitative evaluation metrics for local party and government leadership

(difang lingdao banzi zonghe kaohe), in which local economic growth is explicitly included as one

of the targets (along with several dozens of others), only came into being in the late 1990s and were

not widely adopted beyond the village and township level (i.e., the lowest administrative level) un-

til around 2006 (Su et al. 2012).5 Interviews with local officials at multiple levels also suggest

that the evaluation criteria often lack power to differentiate candidates,6 and that the results typi-

cally have no binding effects on personnel decisions made at the higher level.7 In a recent internal

4The earliest policy document regarding cadre evaluation was promulgated by the Central Organization Department
in 1979, and stated that cadres must be evaluated in four dimensions: morality (de), competence (neng), accomplish-
ments (ji), and cleanliness (lian). The part on accomplishments stated that cadres should be evaluated based on their
“contribution to modernization”, but did not specify any explicit criteria for measuring such contribution. Later revi-
sions also did not make economic performance the central part of the evaluation system. For an overview, see Yang
and Zheng (2013).

5Quantifiable performance metrics have been but a very recent phenomena that emerged only after Hu Jintao
proclaimed the importance of “Scientific Development科学发展观”.

6One official suggested to me that over 70%~80% of officials receive a rating of either “excellent” or “good”.
Personal interview, SH1501.

7It was acknowledged, however, that there are political penalties for failing to meet certain minimal performance
standards. Yet negative evaluations are typically associated with more politically charged tasks (e.g., One-Child Policy,
production safety and public health, social stability) rather than economic development. I have not encountered a single
case in fieldwork where an official was sanctioned for poor economic performance.
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survey of county party secretaries in Zhejiang, one of China’s most prosperous and institutionally

developed regions, the majority of the respondents also reported that they did not see a strong link

between evaluation results and their promotion prospects (Yu, Cai and Gao 2016).

Besides the weakness of the formal evaluation system, several features of the bureaucratic in-

stitutions also have the opposite effect of undermining agents’ incentives to promote development.

Owing to a long history of bureaucratization and extended periods of central planning, many formal

rules and regulations in the Chinese bureaucracy have been designed to prioritize political control

over economic efficiency. To promote development, therefore, officials often had to circumvent

inefficient formalities and improvise solutions that are sometimes outside the officially sanctioned

domains (Ang 2016).8 These improvised solutions, however, may jeopardize an official’s career

if they are exposed at critical moments and taken seriously.9 Moreover, rapid growth itself is also

associated with an increase in the likelihood of various forms of hazards, such as mass protest (due

to land-expropriation), safety incidents (due to expanded industrial production), and corruption

investigations (due to close interaction with private business). Once these hazards have broken

out, lower level agents are often the first to be sacrificed in order to appease an irritated public or

a furious central leadership. Stern sanctions usually apply regardless of how well officials have

performed in other domains (Chen 2013). The consideration of these potential career backlashes

figure prominently in local leaders’ calculations of how much effort to exert on developmental

tasks, as illustrated by the following remark from a retired deputy mayor from an eastern province.

Author: “Why do you think some leaders are better at promoting development than
others?”

Informant: “It’s complicated...one factor is the consideration for risk... Here (in China)
if you follow the laws a hundred percent, it’ll take a hundred years to develop. To
develop fast means that you have to play a lot of edge-balling (da cabian qiu打擦边

8To attract business investments, for example, local officials often have to offer investors informal benefits such as
financial support through fiscal resources, expedited approval for business and land licenses, and slack in environmen-
tal and safety regulations. Personal interviews, JS1605, JS1607, ZJ1502.

9When officials are being considered for promotion, for instance, the higher level Organization Department will
dispatch work groups (gongzuo zu 工作组) to their agency/locality to collect opinions and information from their
subordinates and colleagues. This gives their rivals and competitors the opportunities to block their advancement by
reporting their corruption and wrongdoings (either genuine or falsified) to the above. Personal interview, JS1602,
JS1603.
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球) on existing rules, but there is a risk for doing that. On certain borderline issues, a
bold leader might say ‘go ahead’, but a more cautious one might say ‘stop’ or ‘slow
down’ if he is worried about being held responsible for that decision in the future...
After all, the most important thing in government is not to be outstanding but to make
no mistake. When you do a great job, you do not always get the credit. But if you
make a mistake, that becomes your own little braid (xiao bianzi小辫子) that everyone
can grab...The more you accomplish, usually the greater the problem you’ll have”.10

3.2 Patron-Client Relations as an Alternative Source of Incentives

When the formal bureaucratic institutions alone are inadequate for providing high-powered in-

centives, an alternative strategy for the principal to motivate agents is through the cultivation of

informal patron-client relations. As an integral part of Chinese politics, patron-client relations

have deep historical roots that can be traced back to imperial times.11 This practice was only rein-

forced with the advent of the CCP and the establishment of a powerful, all-encompassing state that

became the natural habitat for particularistic relations. In a system that emphasizes political unity

and selfless devotion while forbidding any open political competition, informal networks provide

a useful mechanism through which elites can articulate interests, fulfill personal ambitions, and

organize collective undertakings. For junior officials, ties to senior political patrons are not only

an indispensable source of political security, but also a key channel to pursue career ambitions

(Pye 2002). Senior politicians, on the other hand, rely on personal networks to project their power

and influence. Dittmer (1978) notes that while the formal authority relations in bureaucracies may

be “brief and expediential”, it is the informal alliances that one cultivates during services in these

formal organizations that become one’s real base of power.

Patron-client relations established between senior and junior officials are colloquially referred

to as “lines (xian线 )” by government insiders.12 The line relations can be initiated by either side

10Personal interview, ZJ1501.
11The historical origin of contemporary patronage politics can be traced to the retainer system (menke门客, later

known as mufu 幕府) whereby senior officials and royal nobility would host personal guests in their houses to help
them deal with political and administrative affairs. This system first appeared during the Spring and Autumn period
(770 - 476 B.C) and remained an important informal institution throughout the imperial period for scholar officials
trained in Confucian classics to recruit individuals with talents essential for effective administration. For an overview,
see Li (2001).

12Personal interviews, GX1403, SH1502, SX1603, ZJ1501, ZJ1601.
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and through personal as well as professional contacts. They typically entail a set of tacit, but mu-

tually understood, obligations: For the clients, the basic expectation is that they will demonstrate

extra responsiveness to their patrons’ demands. This includes not only attending to the patrons’

private interests, but also helping them to achieve desired political and professional goals.13 If a

patron lays out a policy, for example, the clients are expected not only to be the first to carry it out,

but also to deliver concrete achievements that can be used by the patron to justify his/her decision

and to persuade others to follow suit. In return, patrons have a responsibility to properly reward

hard-working clients by providing personal endorsements when the clients are up for promotion,

and protections when they are facing imminent political attacks or disciplinary sanctions.14

Once established, the line relations are relatively stable and typically persist for an extended

period of time, even after both the patron and the client have moved to new posts. It has been

well documented that high-level party elites often continue to offer patronage and protection to

associates that they met and worked with during their earlier local careers, after having advanced

to the party center (Jiang and Xu 2015; Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012). To maintain such a rela-

tionship often requires regular and costly input from both sides: Not only do the clients need to

constantly demonstrate their worth and loyalty to their patrons through the frequent offering of

gifts, assistance, and support, but the patrons also have to make substantial political and economic

investments in their clients from time to time in order to continue to enjoy the latter’s services.

Reputational considerations also figure prominently in both sides’ decision to uphold mutual co-

operation. In a relatively closed elite community, stories about how one deals with his/her patrons

or clients are often used as important heuristics by others to infer one’s reliability and trustworthi-

ness. A client who does not respond to their patron’s call with sufficient enthusiasm may be seen

as lacking in gratitude or sense of responsibility, and such a negative perception may discourage

others from developing a cooperative relationship with him/her in the future.15 Similarly, for pa-

trons, being able to promote and protect their clients sends an important public signal about their

13Personal interviews, GX1402, JS1602, JS1603, SH1501, ZJ1601.
14Personal interviews, JS1602, SH1502, SX1603.
15Personal interviews, GX1401, GX1403, JS1602, ZJ1507, ZJ1508.
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personal character and political strength.16 If a patron has repeatedly failed to do so without due

cause, he may develop a reputation for being weak (ruoshi弱势) or disloyal (bujiang yiqi不讲义

气),17 either of which could significantly hamper his/her ability to recruit or even retain clients in

the future.

Historically, patron-client relations have served as an important mobilization tool for CCP

elites to achieve various political and policy goals, especially those that cannot be adequately ad-

dressed through formal institutions. Mao Zedong, for example, was known for his heavy reliance

on personal loyalists in championing major political initiatives, such as the Great Leap Forward

and Cultural Revolution (MacFarquhar and Schoenhals 2006; Yang, Xu and Tao 2014). As the

regime’s survival imperatives shifted away from maintaining ideological appeals to delivering con-

crete economic achievements during the reform era (Yang and Zhao 2015), there is evidence that

these networks were redirected toward new goals, such as incentivizing policy reforms and eco-

nomic development. When formal selection institutions do not guarantee rewards for economic

performance, the prospect of receiving informal, particularistic benefits from the patron may give

clients additional incentives to engage in challenging developmental tasks that they may otherwise

find too costly or risky to undertake. In a well-known anecdote, Deng Xiaoping relied on two of his

loyal protégés, Wan Li and Zhao Ziyang, to spearhead agriculture reforms in key provinces during

the late 1970s—a time when the overall political tone was still against economic liberalization (Vo-

gel 2013). Both Wan and Zhao were subsequently promoted to senior national leadership positions

at Deng’s instruction, in part as a reward for their bold initiatives. Consistent with this anecdote, a

recent study by Jia, Kudamatsu and Seim (2015) shows that provincial officials with connections to

the national leaders are more likely to be rewarded politically for their economic performance than

those without, suggesting that connected agents might have a greater incentive to promote growth.

So far, however, there has yet to be any direct evidence on whether and how political connections

systematically affect agents’ economic performance. I provide the first empirical test of this key

relationship in the sections that follow.

16Personal interviews, SX1604, ZJ1505.
17Personal interviews, GX1401, JS1602, JS1603, ZJ1508.
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4 Empirical Design

4.1 The Subnational Context

While patronage networks permeate all layers of China’s political system, the empirical analysis

in this paper focuses on interactions between provinces and cities.18 The main patron of interest

here is the provincial party secretary, who is the head of the provincial party committee and de

facto leader of a province. The provincial secretary enjoys predominant authority over political,

policy, and personnel matters within a province, but is also responsible for the province’s overall

pace of development and quality of governance. To effectively govern, a provincial secretary

often needs active support from lower level officials who control the important administrative and

financial capacity of the state. A key way to obtain such support is through informal patron-client

exchanges. Upon his/her arrival, one of the most urgent priorities of a newly appointed provincial

secretary is to identify and recruit a group of junior officials who are willing to offer their loyalty

and services to the secretary in exchange for future preferential treatment, and to use them to

gradually replace his/her predecessor’s appointees in critical sub-provincial positions.

For the potential clients, I focus specifically on those in city leadership positions—that is,

the city party secretary and the mayor, who are the first and second most powerful figures in a

city, respectively. As the highest administrative unit below a province, city governments enjoy

considerable autonomy over both policy making and the allocation of key productive resources,

such as land, bank loans, and fiscal transfers. Existing research suggests that city leaders in China

can have a decisive impact on the speed of local economic growth (Yao and Zhang 2015). Whereas

motivated, hard-working city leaders can use their bestowed power to create a business-friendly

environment and deliver rapid growth, leaders who lack strong motivation may choose less risky

policy options and leave such capacity underutilized. Based on the preceding discussion, my chief

expectation is therefore that, all else being equal, city leaders with informal connections with the

provincial secretary will enjoy stronger performance incentives and in turn achieve more rapid

18For an exception, see Hillman (2014).
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economic development than those without such connections.

4.2 Measuring Economic Performance

The main indicator I use to measure city leaders’ economic performance is the overall and sector-

specific GDP growth rates, which are collected from the Statistical Yearbooks on Regional Econ-

omy (quyu tongji nianjian) from 2000 to 2011. Although the official growth statistics are by no

means free of problems,19 they are still the best available data to offer a consistent measure of

economic performance over both time and space. To address the problem of data manipulation, I

also collect additional data on indicators that are less susceptible to official manipulation but are

nonetheless closely related to actual economic conditions, including fiscal revenue, railway freight,

electricity consumption, and the statellite-based DMSP-OLS nighttime brightness (Henderson,

Storeygard and Weil 2012). The main sample includes all prefecture and sub-provincial level

units in mainland China, except for districts under centrally administered municipalities (zhixia

shi) and prefectures in Tibet.20 The resulting panel includes observations from 326 cities for 12

years.

4.3 Measuring Patronage Ties at the Subnational Level

The data on the career paths of political leaders are drawn from the China Political Elite Database

(CPED), a newly constructed database containing extensive biographical information for over

4,000 key municipal, provincial, and national leaders in China since the late 1990s. For each

leader, the database provides standardized information about the time, place, organization, and

rank of every job assignment listed in his or her curriculum vitae, which is collected from govern-

ment websites, yearbooks, and other trustworthy internet sources (detailed in the online appendix).

I match each city-year spell in the panel dataset with a city secretary and a mayor. In cases where

multiple leaders held the same post within a given spell, the person with the latest entry date is

19For irregularities in China’s GDP data, see Wallace (2014).
20The exclusion of Tibet is due to both its special sociopolitical conditions and the lack of many key economic and

political covariates at city level.
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chosen.

Measuring informal relations in authoritarian regimes has always been a challenge for empir-

ical researchers. In the study of Chinese politics, the most commonly used approach so far has

been based on identifying overlaps in work and school experiences or shared home origins (Jia,

Kudamatsu and Seim 2015; Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012). One key limitation of this approach,

however, is that shared experiences only suggest acquaintance but cannot capture the nature or

actual quality of the relationship. Moreover, a practical difficulty in applying this method to the

subnational context is that provincial patrons are typically appointed from outside the province and

hence have few prior overlaps with city leaders, who usually spend most of their career within the

province. In this study, I exploit additional information of the personnel appointment system in

China to propose a new and more precise measure. My measure identifies patron-client relations

by linking lower level officials to the provincial leaders who were in power when those officials

were first promoted to key city leadership positions. More specifically, I define a city leader C as a

client of a provincial leader P if and only if the following condition is met:

Definition 1. C was first promoted to a city leadership position (as city secretary or mayor) from

within the province when P was serving as the provincial secretary of that province.

Focusing on promotions to city leadership provides reliable measurement of strong political

connections for two reasons. First, city leadership positions are highly valuable posts within the

Chinese system. In addition to the political power and ample rent-seeking opportunities that these

positions typically accord, experience as a city leader is also a key political credential required for

promotion to many higher level offices. For example, 5 out of the 7 current Politburo Standing

Committee members and 12 out of the 18 Politburo members had experience as city leaders earlier

in their careers. Second, while the appointment of city leaders is formally a collective decision

made by the provincial standing committee as a whole, in practice the process is dominated by the

provincial secretary, who enjoys overwhelming authority in nominating and vetoing candidates.21

21The only exception is for a few deputy-provincial cities, which are usually decided by the central organization
department. But even for them, provincial secretaries still enjoy the privilege of nominating suitable candidates.
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Given the political importance and economic value of these positions, provincial secretaries are

likely to allocate most of them to individuals with whom they have a close personal relationship.

It is therefore reasonable to expect that, among officials who are promoted to these city leadership

positions for the first time, a large share of them will be closely connected to the provincial sec-

retary. Even if some of them are not, we can at least assume that the party secretary has taken a

neutral stance toward their advancement, and the presence of measurement error is likely to only

bias the results toward zero (i.e., making it more difficult to find significant results).

It is also worth noting that while this measurement strategy implicitly assumes that the identi-

ties of the patron are fixed for each individual city leader for the period he/she is observed in the

sample, there are nontheless considerable variations in the connectedness of each city over both

time and space, introduced by the frequent rotation of cadres at both the city and provincial levels.

When an old provincial secretary is replaced by a new one from the outside, for example, all cities

that were previously connected to the the old secretary will see their connections drop from 1 to 0,

as the new secretary is not connected to anyone at the very beginning of his/her term. Similarly,

a city gains a connection if a new city leader is appointed by the incumbent provincial leader to

replace a previously unconnected one. Figure 1 illustrates these two sets of dynamics by plotting

the shifts in political alignment in Guangdong province between 2007 and 2013. At the beginning

of 2007, Guangdong was governed by Zhang Dejiang, a senior politician who had been in that

position since the end of 2002. By the fifth year of his term, Zhang had cultivated a quite extensive

network in the province, with his appointees occupying leadership positions in virtually all cities

(marked in red). In December, a leadership turnover took place, and cities that were previously

connected lost their connection as Zhang was replaced by the new party secretary, Wang Yang.

By the end of 2008, only a few of the cities were able to reestablish such connection through the

new appointments Wang made during his first year in office. The number of connected cities grew

steadily throughout Wang’s tenure, reaching 19 by the end of 2012. In December 2012, another

turnover of provincial leadership took place, and there was again a major reshuffle of political

connections as the new party secretary took office.
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Figure 1: An Illustration of Variation in Connection Status: Guangdong Province 2007–2013

2007
Provincial Secretary: Zhang Dejiang

2008
Provincial Secretary: Wang Yang

2010
Provincial Secretary: Wang Yang

2012
Provincial Secretary: Wang Yang

2013
Provincial Secretary: Hu Chunhua

Note: This figure illustrates the over-time change in political alignments in Guangdong province. Cities governed by
leaders connected to the incumbent provincial secretary are marked in red.

4.4 Baseline Specification

The main estimation framework is a fixed effects model with the following specification:

Growthi,p,t+2 = δConnected to Prov Secipt

+ Xiptβ + ηi + γpt + εipt, (1)

where i, p, and t index city, province, and year, respectively. The dependent variable is eco-

nomic performance measured by GDP growth. I set the dependent variable at t+2 to allow for some
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time lapse for local officials’ effort to translate into substantive change in economic outcomes.22

The key independent variable, Connected to provincial secretary, is a binary indicator that takes

the value of 1 if either the city secretary or mayor is connected to the provincial secretary according

to the aforementioned definition. The city fixed effects ηi capture the time-invariant heterogeneity

across cities, and the year fixed effects γpt are allowed to vary arbitrarily by province in order to

absorb any province-specific economic or political shocks, such as those induced by changes in

the provincial leadership or the central government’s regional policies.

X is a vector of control variables for time-varying political and economic conditions in a city

and the career backgrounds of the two city leaders. I include the levels of Log GDP, Log Popu-

lation, and Log Fixed Asset Investment, all measured in the final years of the city secretary’s and

the mayor’s predecessors’ terms, to account for the possibility that connected officials may be sys-

tematically assigned to cities that differ from unconnected ones in key socioeconomic conditions.

I also control for Net Transfer, which is the difference between fiscal expenditure and revenue at

t + 1, to account for the possibility that connected city leaders might receive disproportionately

larger fiscal resources from the higher level that could help them to achieve fast economic growth

without much effort. For leader-specific controls, I include a set of standard demographics, such

as Gender, Ethnicity, and College Education, for both the city secretary and the mayor. Because

those promoted by the incumbents tend to be younger and have relatively shorter tenures as city

leaders, I also include controls for city leaders’ age and length of service (in their current leadership

position) in the more extensive specifications.

22Guo (2009), for example, notes that county leaders often try to increase their expenditure at the middle of their
tenure (average length≈5 years) so that their accomplishments can be delivered right before the end of their tenure in
order to make a good impression on the superiors. My interviews with local officials suggest that it usually takes about
1.5 to 2 years for development policies to take effect. This is also consistent with the normal construction duration for
local development projects (personal interview, GX1403, SX1512).
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5 Main Results

5.1 Baseline

Table 1 presents the baseline results on the effect of political connection on economic performance.

Models 1 through 3 use growth in overall GDP as the dependent variable. I begin with the most

parsimonious model that includes only the connection indicator and the three sets of fixed effects,

and then incrementally add the economic and career controls in the next two models. The results

from the first three models consistently show that political connection with the incumbent provin-

cial secretary has a large, positive, and statistically significant effect on local economic growth.

Focusing on Model 3, the coefficient estimate suggests that all else equal the growth rates in con-

nected cities are about 0.44 percentage points (or 12.5% of a standard deviation) higher than in

unconnected cities. To interpret the effect more concretely, note that the average GDP for a city in

the sample is about 70.6 billion yuan (10.8 billion U.S dollars). The coefficient estimate thus sug-

gests that the informal ties translate into 303 million yuan (43.6 million U.S dollars) of additional

wealth created for the connected cities every year.

Models 4 through 6 further explore the effect on growth for the three main sectors—agriculture,

manufacturing, and service. I find that politically connected leaders tend to develop more rapidly in

all three sectors, but the premium is largest and most significant for the manufacturing sector. This

result is not entirely surprising given that manufacturing has been the primary engine of growth

for the Chinese economy throughout the reform era, and that local authorities’ active support and

guidance are often crucial for the competitiveness of local firms (Oi 1995).
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Table 1: Baseline Results

GDP Growth at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Overall Overall Overall Agriculture Manufacturing Service

Connected to prov sec 0.389∗∗ 0.738∗∗∗ 0.443∗∗∗ 0.071 0.880∗∗∗ 0.256∗

(0.191) (0.198) (0.128) (0.201) (0.313) (0.155)

Year FE X X X X X X
City FE X X X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X X X
City economic controls X X X X X
City leader controls X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.45 0.48 0.52 0.25 0.36 0.40
Number of Cities 326 326 326 326 326 326
Observations 3907 3895 3694 3692 3692 3692

Note: This table presents the effects of patronage ties to provincial secretaries on economic growth. The dependent
variables are overall and sector-specific GDP growth rates at t + 2. City economic controls include Net Transfer(t + 1)
and the following pairs of variables evaluated at both the city secretary’s and the mayor’s predecessors’ final year of
service: Log GDP, Log Population, and Log Investment. City leader controls include the following variables (for both
the city secretary and the mayor): Age, Ethnicity, Education, Gender, and two dummies for having served more than 2
years and 5 years in one’s position. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

I also conduct a series of additional tests to ensure the robustness of the baseline results. To

briefly summarize, I find that the baseline results are robust to (1) modifications of the coding

strategies for patronage ties, (2) alternative estimation strategies that take into account serial cor-

relation, and (3) estimation based on sub-samples that exclude cities of certain special political

status. The details of the tests are provided in the online appendix.

5.2 Dynamic Effects

A central assumption for the validity of fixed-effects analyses is the assumption of parallel trends—that

is, connected and unconnected cities must be otherwise comparable in their counterfactual states.

This assumption might be violated if, for example, patrons systematically appoint clients to lo-

calities that already exhibit trends of fast growth as a way to help their clients claim credit. To

investigate whether the parallel trends assumption holds, I adopt a more flexible specification that
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includes a number of dummies for whether a city will be, is currently, or used to be connected to

the incumbent secretary.

Growthi,p,t =

+3∑
τ=−4

δS
τConnected to Prov Secip(t+τ)

+ Xiptβ + ηi + γpt + εipt, (2)

where Connected to Prov Secip(t+τ) is a set of dummies for whether city i is connected to the

provincial secretary at time t + τ . The whole set of dummies encompasses connection statuses

ranging from 4 years before forming a connection to 3 years after losing one. Figure 2 displays the

dynamic effects of political connections on both overall and manufacturing growth. The pattern

suggests that the performance premium does not seem to exist until a connected leader is actually

appointed and deteriorates notably as soon as the connected leader leaves office. This provides

reassuring evidence that strategic appointments to fast-growing cities is not a major driver of the

observed performance difference. Consistent with this pattern, I also show in appendix that (1) a

city’s prior growth trends in key socioeconomic indicators do not significantly predict whether a

city will become connected or not, and that (2) the size of the performance premium for connected

city leaders does not vary significantly with their predecessors’ modes of exit.
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Figure 2: Dynamic Effects of Connection on Growth
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Note: This figure shows the dynamic effects of connection (to the provincial secretary) on both overall and industrial
growth. Each circle indicates a point estimate and the vertical bars are the 90% confidence intervals.

6 Evidence on the Mechanism: Enhanced Incentives

The preceding section has shown that city leaders’ political connection to the provincial secre-

tary induces a measurable improvement in their economic performance. In this section, I provide

additional evidence on the posited mechanism—that is, patron-client relations strengthen the per-

formance incentives of the connected agents.

6.1 Indirect Evidence: Performance Premium and Prospects of Future Co-

operation

The prior theoretical discussion suggests that the cooperation between the patron and the client is

sustained by a mutual expectation of valuable exchange in the future. If this argument holds, a

key implication is that the performance premium should vary systematically with factors affecting
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the prospect of future exchange. In particular, the premium should be high if the patrons and

clients both enjoy relatively good career prospects and thus can expect to stay in the government

bureaucracy for an extended period of time, and low if either of the two faces an imminent exit from

the system. To test these implications, I construct three variables to capture key determinants of the

formal as well as the informal career prospects of Chinese officials. The first two measures exploit

China’s unique institution of mandatory retirement, which sets a maximum promotion-eligible age

for officials at each level. The age ceiling is 57 for the vast majority of the city leaders (clients) in

the sample and 65 for provincial secretaries (patrons) (Kou and Tsai 2014).23 I thus construct two

dummy variables (1) Client At or Above 5724 and (2) Patron At or Above 6525 to indicate whether

the client or the patron is at or above their stipulated age ceiling. The expectation is that if either of

them is, the observed performance will decline as the value from future cooperation is drastically

curtailed.

In addition, I construct a third indicator to measure the patrons’ informal career prospects based

on their own political affiliations. It is well-established that provincial leaders themselves need the

support from patrons at the central level for political advancement (Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012).

Recent studies have also suggested that during this period (2000–2011), the authority over high-

level appointments was primarily shared between the patronage networks of the two consecutive

general secretaries—Jiang Zemin (1989–2002) and Hu Jintao (2002–2012), respectively (Choi

2012; Jiang and Zhang 2016). I construct an indicator of Connected to the Gen Sec to indicate

connection with either of the two paramount party leaders 26 and interact it with the main connec-

tion variable between the provincial secretary and his/her city-level clients. I expect that provincial

leaders will be more likely to elicit dedicated services from their own followers when they them-

selves enjoy better promotion prospects as a result of informal connections with the national-level

23As far as I am aware, this rule applies indiscriminately to officials regardless of their informal connections.
24If a city has no leaders who are clients of the provincial secretary, the variable is also coded as 0.
25This is an interaction between Connected to Prov Sec and an indicator for whether the provincial secretary himself

is at or above 65. Note that the main effect of provincial secretary’s age status is absorbed in province × year fixed
effects.

26This variable measures the connection in a similar way as the one discussed above. Specifically, a provincial
secretary is considered connected to a party leader if he/she (1) was promoted to the Central Committee or provincial
leadership posts under that leader and (2) had identifiable career overlap with his/her promoter in the past.
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leaders.

Table 2 reports results from regressions that include these additional covariates. Consistent with

the expectation, I find strong evidence that the performance premium declines dramatically when

clients reach the age ceiling. The estimated effect of decline is so large (more than 1 percentage

point) that a retiring client actually performs weakly poorer than a promotion-eligible non-client.

The coefficient estimate for the effect of patrons turning 65, however, is weakly positive but in-

significant. One potential explanation for the noise is that some senior provincial secretaries may

possess certain political capital (e.g., personal networks, special knowledge, etc.) that will remain

valuable to their clients even after the patrons have formally left office. Finally, Column 3 suggests

that the performance premium increases substantially when the patron’s informal career prospects

improve: Clients’ performance premium is about 0.5 percentage points greater when their patrons

enjoy informal connections with the former or current general secretaries.

Table 2: How Performance Premium Varies with Patrons’ and Clients’ Career Prospects

GDP growth (t + 2)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Connected to prov sec 0.461∗∗∗ 0.435∗∗∗ 0.221 0.207
(0.130) (0.130) (0.162) (0.167)

Client at or above 57 -1.052∗∗ -1.064∗∗

(0.447) (0.445)

Patron at or above 65 0.193 0.384
(0.386) (0.387)

Connected to prov sec × Prov sec connected to the gen sec 0.475∗∗ 0.509∗∗

(0.214) (0.218)

Year FE X X X X
City FE X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X
City economic controls X X X X
City leader controls X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.52 0.51 0.52 0.52
Number of Cities 326 326 326 326
Observations 3694 3694 3694 3694

Note: This table illustrates how the performance premium associated with patronage ties varies with both
clients’ and patrons’ age as well as patrons’ own political affiliations. The main specification is based on
column 3 of Table 1. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)
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6.2 Direct Evidence: Priorities and Efforts

Next, I examine more directly how patronage ties affect city leaders’ priorities and efforts. To mea-

sure local leaders’ policy priorities, I use information from the government work reports (zhengfu

gongzuo baogao政府工作报告), which are among the most important annual policy documents

produced by local governments. These work reports describe, in a comprehensive fashion, a lo-

cal administration’s policy plans for the next year; they must be formally presented at and ap-

proved during the local legislature’s annual sessions.27 In a pioneering work, Jiang, Meng and

Zhang (2016) have used topic modelling techniques to extract 20 topics (i.e., clusters of words)

from the text and estimated their relative proportions (see appendix for detailed description).

Based on a careful reading of the content of the topics, I further classify them into four major

themes—development, welfare, culture, and administration—and use the same baseline specifica-

tion to estimate how connections affect the relative proportion of each of the four themes.28

I also collect data on two variables related to local leaders’ efforts. The first one, Growth in

Fiscal Revenue Relative to GDP, is intended to capture local government’s fiscal effort. As noted

by Guo (2007) and Lü and Landry (2014), revenue collection is typically an effort-intensive task

in the Chinese context, and used as a means by local clients to demonstrate their loyalty to their

patrons. The second variable is a count variable for the total number of laws and government

directives a city issues in a year.29 Because local governments are the primary actors in producing

legislation, this variable can thus be seen as a proxy for a local administration’s legislative effort.

Tables 3 and 4 report results on how connection affects these direct measures. In Table 3, I

present results on the effect of connection on local governments’ stated policy priorities. I find that

there is also a notable increase in the relative emphasis on the development theme in government

work reports when local leaders become connected. Also worth noting is that this increase seems

to parallel a decline of comparable size in the emphasis on welfare and redistribution policies,

27A more detailed description of the reports are provided in the appendix.
28I focus on the period after 2004 because the missing rate in government reports is too high for the earlier period.
29This broadly includes administrative orders, regulations issued by local governments and their agencies, as well

as laws passed by local people’s congress. The data are drawn from a comprehensive database on Chinese laws and
regulations, maintained by the Law School of Peking University. The database can be accessed at www.pkulaw.cn.

27

www.pkulaw.cn


which are widely viewed as the “safety” measures intended primarily to minimize popular unrest.

These changes in policy priorities are thus consistent with the claim that the protection offered

by patronage ties allows agents to pursue more aggressive developmental policies that otherwise

might seem too risky to adopt.

Moreover, the results displayed in Table 4 suggest that connections also have positive and

significant impacts on both effort measures. The first column shows that connected cities see a

significant acceleration in relative fiscal revenue growth that is as large as a 20.5% increase over

the sample medium (7.33 percentage points). Column 2 further shows that connections also lead

to a significant increase in city leaders’ legislative efforts.30 For a city with a medium level of

legislative activity, the estimated effect amounts to an average of 14 additional laws and regulations

issued per year, representing a 22% increase from the baseline (62).

Table 3: Direct Evidence: Effects of Connections on Policy Priorities

% of work report topics (t + 1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Development Welfare Culture Administration

Connected to prov sec 0.002∗∗ -0.004∗∗ -0.000 -0.000
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001)

Year FE X X X X
City FE X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X
City economic controls X X X X
City leader controls X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.48 0.23 0.13 0.33
Number of Cities 315 315 315 315
Observations 2455 2455 2455 2455

Note: This table shows how patronage ties make local governments more
development-oriented in stated policy priorities. The main specification is based
on column 3 of Table 1.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

30The estimation is based on the negative binomial model.
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Table 4: Direct Evidence: Effects of Connections on Fiscal and Legislative
Efforts

Fiscal Effort Legislative Effort

(1) (2)
%∆ Revenue-GDP (t + 2) # of laws & directives issued (t + 1)

Connected to prov sec 1.583∗∗ 0.118∗∗

(0.719) (0.052)

Year FE X X
City FE X X
Province X Year FE X X
City economic controls X X
City leader controls X X
Adjusted R2 0.36
Number of Cities 326 321
Observations 3691 3200

Note: This table shows how patronage ties make local governments more active in issuing
policies and directives. The main specification is based on column 3 of Table 1. Column
2 uses the negative binomial count model. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are
reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

7 Alternative Explanations

In this section, I further discuss three main alternative explanations to the observed performance

premium, (1) data falsification, (2) distributive favoritism, and (3) heterogeneous backgrounds.

7.1 Data Falsification

First, one natural concern with using government statistics is that the data may have been manipu-

lated for political purposes. One may argue, for example, that political connections will embolden

clients to fabricate growth figures when they know that such practices are less likely to be pun-

ished. To address this possibility, I follow the procedure proposed by Wallace (2014) to construct

several variables capturing the difference in growth rates between reported GDP and alternative

indicators of economic performance—Railway Freight, Electricity Consumption, and Nighttime

Brightness. These three indicators have been shown to be correlated with actual economic perfor-

mance but less plagued by problems of political manipulation (Henderson, Storeygard and Weil
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2012; Wallace 2014). Table 5 reports results from regressions using these growth differences as the

dependent variables. Reassuringly, regardless of which alternative indicator is used as the bench-

mark, there is no evidence that the growth disparity between official GDP and these indicators is

systematically larger in connected cities; if anything, the difference appears to be weakly smaller

in connected localities (as shown by three of the four specifications). This result suggests that the

greater propensity to falsify data is not a chief explanation for the observed performance premium.

Table 5: Effects of Connection on Growth Differences Between GDP and Alternative Economic
Indicators

Growth difference between GDP and X at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
X=Freight(F) X=Electricity(E) X=Brightness(B) X = F+E+B

3

Connected to prov sec -1.053 -0.362 0.039 -0.293
(1.360) (1.643) (0.791) (0.744)

Year FE X X X X
City FE X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X
City economic controls X X X X
City leader controls X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.12 0.04 0.78 0.34
Number of Cities 284 284 326 284
Observations 3144 3107 3694 3077

Note: This table presents the effects of patronage ties to provincial secretaries on the difference between reported
GDP growth and the growth rates of alternative economic indicators (e.g., railway freight, electricity consumption,
nighttime brightness, and the average of the three). The specification is based on column 3 of Table 1. Robust
standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

7.2 Distributive Favoritism

A second plausible explanation for the performance premium is that the connected officials may do

better simply because they receive greater material resources or policy favors from the higher level

governments. In addition to controlling for the volume of net fiscal transfer throughout the analy-

sis,31 I also collect additional data on a number of other important instruments that the provincial

31Separate analysis does show that political connections have a positive and statistically significant impact on the
allocation of fiscal transfer. But even when we assume that transfer is a purely distributive favor, which it clearly is
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governments have at their disposal to affect local economic growth. These include tangible re-

sources such as bank loans and land quotas, as well as less tangible policy favors such as the

approval of both national- and provincial-level special economic zones (SEZs). For all outcome

variables, I run the same specification as Model 3 in Table 1. The results, displayed in Table 6,

suggest that connection status is not significantly correlated with the allocation of either tangible

resources or intangible policy support.32

Table 6: Effects of Connection on Receipt of Government-Controlled Re-
sources

Tangible Resource (t + 1) Policy Support (t + 1)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
log loan log land national SEZ provincial SEZ

Connected to prov sec -0.010 0.004 0.011 0.002
(0.017) (0.046) (0.020) (0.005)

Year FE X X X X
City FE X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X
City economic controls X X X X
City leader controls X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.98 0.83 0.45 0.00
DV period 2004-2013 2003-2011 2000-2006 2000-2006
Number of Cities 284 325 326 326
Observations 2801 2820 2079 2079

Note: This table demonstrates that patronage ties do not significantly affect the distri-
bution of several key productive resources controlled by the government, including land,
bank loans, and the approval for special economic zones. The main specification is based
on column 3 of Table 1. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are reported in
parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

7.3 Heterogeneous Backgrounds

A third possibility is that those who are connected to the provincial secretary may be qualita-

tively different from those who are unconnected. In theory, however, this seems unlikely because

not, it only mediates no more than 15% of the performance premium. For related discussion, see Jiang and Zhang
(2015).

32Consistent with this pattern, my interviews with local officials also suggest that party secretaries’ ability to offer
explicit distributive favor to localities governed by their clients is often constrained, both because of the pressure from
other senior provincial elites and because of the secretaries’ need to maintain a balanced pace of development within
a province. Personal interviews, JS1602, JS1605, ZJ1507.
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city leaders are generalists and there is little reason to believe that those promoted by the current

leaders would on average be more or less competent than those promoted by the former ones. To

further check whether the result is driven by differences in officials’ individual characteristics, I run

several regressions with additional controls on other aspects of city leaders’ career backgrounds

that might affect their performance in economic management, including whether they had served

in provincial or central governments (Higher-level Exp), managerial positions in state-owned en-

terprises (SOE Career), or senior positions in finance/development-related government agencies

(Finance/development Career),33 and the share of time they had worked in the locality where they

currently serve (% of Local Career). As expected, the inclusion of these controls does not seem to

significantly affect the main coefficient of interest.

33More specifically, I code the variable as 1 if the city secretary or mayor had served in a department-level position
(zhengchuji 正处级) or above in the following government agencies prior to his/her appointment to city leadership:
finance, development and reform commission, and taxation.
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Table 7: Accounting for Background Heterogeneity with Additional Controls on
Past Careers

GDP growth at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Connected to prov sec 0.447∗∗∗ 0.424∗∗∗ 0.438∗∗∗ 0.439∗∗∗ 0.416∗∗∗

(0.130) (0.128) (0.129) (0.129) (0.130)

City sec: higher-level exp -0.076 -0.097
(0.122) (0.126)

City mayor: higher-level exp -0.016 -0.023
(0.119) (0.125)

City sec: SOE career 0.306∗∗ 0.302∗∗

(0.145) (0.146)

Mayor: SOE career -0.122 -0.114
(0.140) (0.140)

City sec: finance/development career 0.172 0.193
(0.179) (0.175)

Mayor: finance/development career -0.118 -0.090
(0.178) (0.182)

City sec: % of local career -0.002 -0.003
(0.004) (0.005)

Mayor: % of local career -0.003 -0.003
(0.004) (0.004)

Year FE X X X X X
City FE X X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X X
City economic controls X X X X X
City leader controls X X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.51 0.52 0.52 0.51 0.52
Number of Cities 326 326 326 326 326
Observations 3694 3694 3694 3694 3694

Note: This table presents the results of including additional control variables to account for
heterogeneity in the backgrounds of clients and non-clients. The main specification is based on
column 3 of Table 1. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

8 Concluding Remarks

China’s economic accomplishments over the past several decades have been widely attributed to

the system’s ability to somehow get the incentives right for local officials despite the lack of elec-

toral accountability (Knight 2014). Yet the presence of high-powered incentives is inherently puz-
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zling in light of the seemingly patrimonial nature of the state administration. This paper argues

patrimonial institutions such as patron-client relations can help enhance the effectiveness of a bu-

reaucracy by serving as an informal means to mitigate the conflicts of interests between the prin-

cipal and the agent when formal contractual solutions are infeasible. Focusing on the subnational

governments, I show that patronage ties to incumbent provincial leaders provide extra motivation

for city-level leaders to exert effort on promoting economic development when institutionalized

performance incentives remain limited.

The argument presented in this study offers a new perspective for understanding a long-standing

puzzle in the study of Chinese politics, namely, why the state bureaucracy exhibits a remarkable

degree of effectiveness in certain areas but at the same time suffers from glaring pathologies, such

as factionalism and rampant corruption. This perspective suggests that instead of being two in-

herent contradictory features, effectiveness and corruption might be deeply interconnected in a

system wherein patronage is a key method for mobilization. Dedicated services of loyal clients

are what help patrons to effectively accomplish challenging governing tasks; however, maintaining

clients’ loyalty requires the provision of extra-institutional benefits that will likely compromise

the integrity of the formal system. Pervasive corruption, therefore, is not merely a sign of system

malfunction, but rather a fundamental price that the system has to pay for its effectiveness.

More broadly, the finding about the performance-enhancing effect of intra-elite networks also

underscores the importance of informal, interpersonal ties for smooth operation of political sys-

tems in general. In his pioneer work, Making Democracy Work, Putnam (1994) argues that social

capital, which refers to “trust, norms and networks” among citizens, can improve the performance

of democratic institutions by supporting collective actions and encouraging political participation.

My analysis suggests that social capital among the political elites can also be a valuable asset for

the proper functioning of regional bureaucracies in a large, multi-layered autocratic regime. Dense,

closely knit personal networks provide the very organizational basis for elites to align interests, co-

ordinate actions, and accomplish collective undertakings that are essential to the system’s survival.

Recent studies on post-Communist transitions have also shown that networks developed under au-
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thoritarian rule can even survive dramatic regime changes and remain valuable in an era of demo-

cratic competition (Grzymala-Busse 2002). Therefore, instead of regarding them as a mere source

of inefficiency and corruption, future research would benefit from paying greater attention to the

enabling effects of these networks in the study of both persistence and changes in nondemocratic

systems.
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1 China’s Political Hierarchy

Figure A.1: Political Hierarchy in China
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2 Details of the CPED Database

The Chinese Political Elite Database (CPED) is a comprehensive biographical database of Chinese
political leaders from multiple levels. Currently it contains extensive and systematically coded
information of career information for all civilian leaders who belong to one of the following cate-
gories:

• City secretaries and Mayors since January 1, 2000.

• Members of the provincial standing committee since January 1, 2000.

• Provincial secretaries and governors since January 1, 1995.

• Other full and alternate Central Committee members: 13th∼18th party congresses (1987-
2012)

To construct the database, I first developed a list of officials serving in those relevant positions.
The name list for sub-national leaders was compiled from government websites, provincial and
city yearbooks, and other authoritative internet sources. I also cross-checked the name list several
times with the actual records in the CVs after the completion of the database.
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I then collected the detailed career information of leaders from the list using the following
sources:

• Baidu Encyclopedia (baidu baike) www.baike.com

• News of the Chinese Communist Party of China (zhongguo gongchandang xinwenwang)
http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/index.html

• The Database on Local Party and Government Leaders (difang dangzheng lingdao renwu

shujuku) http://district.ce.cn/zt/rwk/

• Kou, Chien-wen. 2008. Zhongguo Zhengzhi Jingying Shuju Ku: National Chengchi Univer-
sity.

• Central Organization Department and Party History Research Center of CCP Central Com-
mittee. 2004. Zhongguo Gongchandang Lijie Zhongyang Weiyuan Dacidian, 1921-2003

(The Dictionary of Past and Present CCP Central Committee Members). Beijing: Party
History Publisher.

• Provincial Yearbooks for relevant years and provinces.

A “raw” CV from these sources contains the basic demographic information of the official and the
past appointments that he/she has served, in a fairly standard fashion. Figure A.2 is an example of
an entry in Baidu Encyclopedia for Mr. Sun Yongchun, a formerly city secretary in Shandong but
now a member of the provincial standing committee in Guizhou.
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Figure A.2: Official Biography from Baidu Encyclopedia
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While such information is easily accessible through human eyes, they are unstandardized and
therefore unsuitable for automated analysis on a larger scale. To address this problem, a team of
research assistants (RAs) were hired to transcribe the raw CV to an Excel file. The primary task for
the RAs was to decompose and reorganize the career entries in the CV in a way that was friendly
to systematic, computer-based analysis. Among other things, RAs were required to record the
time, place, main organization associated with job and the administrative ranks according to the
coding manual. To standardize the content of input across RAs in face of the vast heterogeneity
in our subjects’ political careers, the team maintains a bank of area, job and school codes, which
was continuously updated as new areas and organizations arise during the data collection process.
Along the process, I also merged effectively identical jobs and areas that for historical reasons have
somewhat different nomenclature, based on consultation with experts.1

After compiling a full set of standardized CV in excel files, I imported them into a SQL
database. The final output from the database, shown in Figure A.3, contains two separate tables on
the official’s time-invariant attributes and time-varying career information.

1For example some prefectures are later converted to cities, with the suffix of the name changed from diqu to shi.
I use the same underlying code for the same territorial unit before and after the conversion.
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Figure A.3: Standardized CV as Exported from the SQL database

Name 
ID Name Start End Province City County

Lv1 
Unit 
ID Lv1 Unit

Lv2 
Unit Lv3 Unit Job Name Rank

Key 
post Education

1 孙永春 6/1/1974 12/1/1976 山东省 东营市 垦利县 9637 西宋乡 大三合村 团支部书记 小于副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 12/1/1976 3/1/1978 山东省 东营市 垦利县 1343 党委工作队 组长 小于副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 3/1/1978 10/1/1978 山东省 东营市 垦利县 9637 西宋乡 团委书记 小于副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 10/1/1978 6/1/1980 山东省 东营市 垦利县 1300 党委常委会/政治局 干事 小于副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 6/1/1980 8/1/1984 山东省 4600 共青团委 干事 小于副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 8/1/1984 9/1/1987 山东省 4602 组织部（共青团） 副部长 副处 无 高中

1 孙永春 10/1/1984 7/1/1987 山东省 济宁市 曲阜市 80243 曲阜师范大学 函授中文系大专班 学员 副处 学校 专科

1 孙永春 9/1/1987 10/1/1989 山东省 4600 共青团委 常委/组织部部长正处 无 专科

1 孙永春 9/1/1989 7/1/1992 中央 80001 中央党校 函授本科 经济管理专业 学员 正处 学校 本科

1 孙永春 10/1/1989 4/1/1991 山东省 滨州市 博兴县 1300 党委常委会/政治局 副书记 正处 无 本科

1 孙永春 4/1/1991 9/1/1992 山东省 4600 共青团委 常委/组织部部长副厅 无 本科

1 孙永春 9/1/1992 12/1/1997 山东省 4600 共青团委 副书记 副厅 无 本科

1 孙永春 9/1/1995 12/1/1997 山东省 80248 山东省委党校 研究生班 经济管理专业 学员 副厅 学校 硕士

1 孙永春 12/1/1997 1/1/2001 山东省 德州市 1300 党委常委会/政治局 副书记 副厅
市委副书
记（专职

硕士

1 孙永春 1/1/2001 3/1/2006 山东省 德州市 2600 政府/国务院（综合） 市长 正厅 市长 硕士

1 孙永春 3/1/2006 10/1/2006 山东省 烟台市 2600 政府/国务院（综合） 市长 正厅 市长 硕士

1 孙永春 10/1/2006 4/1/2011 山东省 烟台市 1300 党委常委会/政治局 书记 正厅 市委书记硕士

1 孙永春 4/1/2011 7/1/2015 贵州省 1302 组织部（党委） 部长 副部
省组织部
长

硕士

1 孙永春 4/1/2011 7/1/2015 贵州省 1300 党委常委会/政治局 常委 副部
省常委
（其他）

硕士

1 孙永春 4/1/2011 7/1/2015 贵州省 81968 贵州省委党校 校长 副部 学校 硕士

Name 
ID Name Sex Ethnicity

Date 
of 
Birth ProvinceCity County

Highest 
Education

Join 
PartyStatus # of CC

Militar
y

1 孙永春 男 汉族
6/12/195
7 山东省 潍坊市 寿光市 硕士

7/1/197
6 在职 否
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3 Robustness Checks

3.1 Modifying Coding Strategies for Connection

One may be concerned that not all those who experienced significant promotions under the incum-
bent provincial secretary should be considered as his/her clients. It is often the case, for example,
that the former provincial secretary would make a number of special promotions of his/her follow-
ers immediately prior to leaving office—a practice commonly known as tuji tiba (突击提拔). To
the extent that some of these promotions may not be formally approved until the new provincial
secretary takes office, failing to account for these cases may lead us to mistakenly code individuals
as clients of the incumbent leader if they are actually followers of the predecessor. To address
this possibility, I rerun a regression with two dummy variables indicating individuals who were
promoted within the first six months of a provincial secretary’s term and those who were promoted
after the first six month. The rationale here is that there might be a period of time for the newly
appointed provincial leader to process promotions left behind by his predecessor before he could
appoint people who are actually loyal to him. If our theory is correct, the effect of “true” clients
who were appointed later should be much larger than the “leftovers” who were appointed imme-
diately after the leadership turnover. The result, reported in Column 1 of Table A.1, confirms this
conjecture: the coefficient becomes much larger when I exclude individuals whose appointment
time is too close to the predecessors’ term. In the meantime, those are promoted immediately fol-
lowing the departure of the former leader on average does not appear to deliver significantly better
performance than to the unconnected.
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Table A.1: Estimated Effect of Connection by Timing of Promotion

GDP growth at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1)

Connected to prov sec (promoted after first 6 months) 0.443∗∗∗

(0.140)

Connected to prov sec (promoted within first 6 months) 0.119
(0.121)

Year FE X
City FE X
Province X Year FE X
City economic controls X
City leader controls X
Adjusted R2 0.52
Number of Cities 326
Observations 3694

Note: This table presents the effects of patronage ties with provincial secretaries on economic growth, separately
estimated for promotion that occured within and outside the first 6 months of the provincial secretary’s term. Robust
standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

3.2 Estimation on Sub-Samples

I also conduct the estimation on several sub-samples and present the results in Table A.2. The first
Column reports the results from using only observations from prefecture-level cities (i.e., excluding
higher ranking deputy-provincial level cities) and the second column reports the results from a
sample that excludes ethnic autonomous cities (zhou 州 or meng 盟, which might be different
from regular cities due to a higher concentration of ethnic minority population. The results are
substantively unchanged, suggesting that our results are unlikely to be driven by irregularities that
can only be found in a subset of special localities. In the last three columns, I further break the
sample into three broad regions: east, central, and west. The results suggest that the estimated
coefficients are positive in all three regions, but the precision is much higher for the eastern and
central region than the west. This is also consistent with the general impression that the governing
imperatives faced by the authority in the remote western regions usually involve a complex set of
tasks rather than simply promoting economic growth.
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Table A.2: Effects of Connections on Economic Performance by Sub-Sample

GDP growth at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Prefecture-

level
only

Exclude zhou
and meng

East Central West

Connected to prov sec 0.407∗∗∗ 0.460∗∗∗ 0.574∗∗ 0.398∗∗∗ 0.546
(0.134) (0.136) (0.236) (0.152) (0.881)

Year FE X X X X X
City FE X X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X X
City economic controls X X X X X
City leader controls X X X X X
Adjusted R2 0.52 0.55 0.67 0.51 0.38
Number of Cities 311 293 84 215 27
Observations 3510 3350 979 2440 275

Note: This table presents the effects of patronage ties to provincial secretaries on economic growth, sep-
arately estimated for different sub-samples. Robust standard errors clustered at city level are reported in
parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

3.3 Alternative Estimation Strategies to Account for Autocorrelation

Another concern with the estimation results presented in the text is that growth statistics tend to be
auto-correlated within each panel. When the intra-city correlation is positive, failing to take into
account the autocorrelated structure may result in smaller standard errors and false rejection of the
null (no effect). To address this, I cluster the standard error at the city level for all regression results
reported in the main text. This section report results from two alternative estimation strategies that
I employ to address the auto-correlation problem. The first strategy that I use is to simply de-trend
the dependent variable by subtracting the previous year’s growth from the current year’s. Using the
autocorrelation test proposed by Wooldridge (2002), I fail to reject the null that de-trended variable
exhibits no strong autocorrelation (p value=). In the meantime, the autocorrelation of the original
growth variable exhibits quite strong serial correlation (p value < 0.001).

The second estimation strategy that I use is to directly include lagged dependent variables in
the regression. One problem with using this approach in fixed-effects models is that the estimates
may be inconsistent when the number of time is small relative to the number of individuals (Nickell
1981). To circumvent this problem, I adopt the Arellano-Bond Generalized Methods of Moments
(GMM) estimator, which uses the first-difference to remove the fixed effects and employs deeper
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lags of the dependent variable as instruments for the differenced lag terms. This method has been
shown to yield not only consistent but also asymptotically efficient estimates (Arellano and Bond
1991).

I reestimate the baseline regressions (the first three columns of Table 1) using these two meth-
ods and report the results in Table A.3. The estimated coefficient on political connection remains
positive and statistically significant, and the magnitudes of these estimates are also comparable
to those reported in the main text. The consistency of the quantity of interests across alternative
estimation strategies further lend us confidence in the robustness of the main finding.

Table A.3: Estimation based on Detrended Growth and GMM

DV: Detrend GDP Growth at t + 2 DV: GDP Growth at t + 2

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
OLS OLS OLS GMM GMM GMM

Connected to prov sec 0.434∗ 0.534∗∗ 0.349∗∗ 0.422∗ 0.614∗∗ 0.342∗∗∗

(0.233) (0.256) (0.145) (0.237) (0.251) (0.130)

Year FE X X X X X X
City FE X X X X X X
Province X Year FE X X X X X X
City economic controls X X X X
City leader controls X X
Adjusted R2 0.31 0.31 0.36
Number of Cities 326 326 326
Observations 3906 3895 3694 3827 3799 3506

Note: This table presents the effects of patronage ties with provincial secretaries on economic growth. Robust
standard errors clustered at city level are reported in parentheses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

3.4 Tests on Strategic Appointments

In this section, I conduct two additional tests to investigate whether strategic appointment is a
main driver of the observed performance difference between clients and non-clients. The first test
examines determinants of a city’s connection status. To do so, I run regressions using the the
connection indicator (at t + 1) as the dependent variable and a series of socioeconomic variables
(at t) as the independent variables. Column 1 of Table A.4 shows that the connection status does
not appear to be significantly correlated with a city’s prior growth rates (for all three sectors), fiscal
condition, or demographic trends.

A-10



Table A.4: Prior Growth Trends do not Affect City’s Connection

DV: Cities Becoming Connected at t + 1

(1)

Growth in agriculture GDP (3-year moving avg) -0.005
(0.007)

Growth in industrial GDP (3-year moving avg) -0.001
(0.005)

Growth in service-sector GDP (3-year moving avg) 0.007
(0.009)

Growth in fiscal expenditure at t(3-year moving avg) 0.106
(0.213)

Growth in local population (3-year moving avg) 0.151
(0.342)

Log GDP -0.075
(0.134)

Log population -0.066
(0.197)

Fiscal expenditure as % of GDP -0.185
(0.194)

Average nighttime brightness -0.039
(0.098)

City and year fixed-effects X
R square 0.353
Observations 1389

Note:
Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. The number of observations is much smaller due to the removal of

observations where connections have been established for more than one year. I do not perform clustering here because
doing so typically results in larger standard errors, which can prevent us from detecting imbalances that actually exist.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

The second test I conduct is to conduct separate estimations for connections established through
different channels. Broadly speaking, there are two ways by which the provincial secretary can
appoint their clients to targeted positions: The first way is to wait until the official currently in
that position has reached mandatory retirement age or served a full-term and then nominate a
candidate of his own. This approach is least politically controversial but at the same time the
choices of appointment location are limited by the availability of openings. Alternatively, the
provincial secretary may have a specific agenda to implement in certain types of cities, and may
try to initiate personnel turnovers outside these regular time frame so that he could take control
over those cities before the tenure of the current leadership expires. The problem of endogenous
appointment is obviously greater for the latter type appointment, as provincial secretaries who care
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deeply about certain localities may, other than sending trusted followers, implement a number of
unobservable policies that could affect the local socioeconomic conditions. To see whether this
is the case, I create two connection indicators to capture whether the connection is established
through a regular or irregular turnover. A regular turnover is defined as an appointment following
the predecessor’s retirement (age > 57) or a full-term tenure (tenure > 5 years), and an irregular
turnover is defined otherwise. The estimated effects, presented in Table A.5, suggest that both types
of connections have large and statistically significant effect on a city’s economic performance.
In particular, we find that the estimated effects for connections established regular turnovers are
almost identification to those for irregular turnovers. This result suggests that strategic appointment
cannot be a main determinant of the performance premium that we observe.

Table A.5: Effect of Connection by Turnover Type

GDP growth at t + 2 (last year=100)

(1)

Connected to prov sec (through regular turnover) 0.443∗∗∗

(0.162)

Connected to prov sec (through irregular turnover) 0.444∗∗∗

(0.130)

Year FE X
City FE X
Province X Year FE X
City economic controls X
City leader controls X
Adjusted R2 0.51
Number of Cities 326
Observations 3694

Note: This table reports the effect of patronage ties on economic growth results, estimated separately for
connections established through regular and irregular turnovers. A regular turnover is defined as an appointment
following the predecessor’s retirement (age > 57) or a full-term tenure (tenure > 5 years), and an irregular
turnover is defined otherwise. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. Standard errors are clustered
at city level.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)

4 Themes and Topics from Government Work Report

I use a Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) model (Blei, Ng and Jordan 2003) on the entire corpus
of local government work reports between 2000-2013 to estimate local leaders’ policy priorities.
We train LDA on reports spanning from the year 2000 to the year 2013. These reports contain
440,202 paragraphs and 3,426,528 tokens in total. We set the number of topics to be 20 and
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estimate them using the Mallet program, developed by McCallum (2002). The estimation follows
procedures described in Jiang, Meng and Zhang (2016). Below are the estimated topics (with 10
most correlated words ) and their themes.

• Development Theme

– Topic 2: 基础设施 infrastructure, 总体规划 overall planning, 万平方米 10,000
squared meters, 城镇化 urbanization, 小城镇 small towns, 一体化 integration, 城
市规划 urban planning,管理水平 management skill,处理厂 disposal factories,城市
化 urbanization.

– Topic 4: 基础设施 infrastructure, 高速公路 highways, 重点项目 focal projects, 前
期工作 preliminary work,重大项目 major projects,固定资产 fixed asset ,工程建设
project buildup ,项目前期 early phase of the project ,输变电 electricity transmission
,建设项目 construction project.

– Topic 11: 招商引资 investment attraction, 亿美元值 100 million usd, 对外开放
opening up,利用外资 FDI utilization,进出口 import and export,开发区 development
zone,万美元 10,000 usd, 外贸出口 foreign trade and export,高新技术 advanced
technology,国内外 domestic and overseas.

– Topic 14: 高新技术 advanced technology,增加值 value-added,工业园区 industrial
parks, 开发区 development zones,新兴产业 new industries, 工业化 industrializa-
tion,产业园 industrial parks,制造业 manufacturing ,服务业 service sector,大力发展
forcefully promote.

– Topic 15: 生产总值 domestic product ,固定资产 fixed assets,纯收入 net income,可
支配 disposable, 消费品 consumer goods, 财政收入 fiscal revenue, 零售总额 retail
sales,增加值 value-added,城镇居民 urban residents,失业率 unemployment.

– Topic 16: 服务业 service sector,旅游业 tourism sector,大力发展 forcefully promote,
第三产业 tertiary sector,房地产 real estate,万人次 10,000 people,物流业 logistics
industry, 总收入 total revenue, 房地产业 real estate industry, 文化产业 cultural
industry.

• Welfare Theme

– Topic 9: 社会保障 social security, 养老保险 old-age insurance, 医疗保险 medical
insurance, 劳动力 labor force, 城乡居民 urban and rural residents, 城镇居民 ur-
ban residents, 万平方米 10,000 squared meters, 社会保险 social insurance, 覆盖面
coverage,农民工 migrant workers.
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• Culture Theme

– Topic 3: 文化产业 cultural industry, 广播电视 TV and broadcast, 计划生育 family
planning, 残疾人 the disabled, 文化遗产 cultural heritage, 妇女儿童 women and
children, 服务体系 service system, 公共卫生 public health, 新闻出版 news and
press,博物馆 museum.

– Topic 5: 高新技术 advanced technology , 技术创新 technological innovation, 知识
产权 intellectual property,创新能力 innovation capacity,信息化 informatization,科
技成果 research output, 产学研 prodcution-education-research, 创新型 innovation-
based,国家级 national-level,科技进步 tehcnological advancement.

– Topic 7: 义务教育 compulsory education, 医疗卫生 medicine and health, 中小学
junior and senior high schools,公共卫生 public health,计划生育 birth planning,社
区卫生 community health,服务体系 service system,卫生院 community hospitals,高
等教育 high education,优先发展 prioritize.

– Topic 18: 精神文明 spiritual civilization, 社会主义 socialism, 深入开展 in-depth
implementation,创建活动 create activities,民主法制 democracy and rule of law,文
明城市 model city, 群众性 mass-based, 思想道德 morality, 民族团结 ethnic unity,
预备役 military reserve.

• Administration Theme

– Topic 1: 公务员 civil servants, 经济社会 socioeconomic, 公共服务 public service,
政府职能 government responsibility, 责任制 responsibility system, 加以解决 find a
solution,高度重视 attach great importance,工作作风 work style,工作人员 staff,廉
政建设 clean government.

– Topic 13: 依法行政 administration by law ,人大代表 NPC deputies,常委会 standing
committee,民主监督 democratic supervision,政协委员 CPPCC deputies,民主党派
democratic party, 工商联 commerce association, 责任制 responsibility system, 人民
团体 civil organizations,无党派人士 non-CCP individuals.

• Other Topics

– Topic 6: 经济社会 socioeconomic, 发展观 view of development, 贯彻落实 carry
out, 三个代表 three-represents, 邓小平理论 Deng Xiaoping theory, 十一五 11th
five year plan, 小康社会 well-off society, 现代化 modernization, 省政府 provincial
government,十二五 12th five year plan.
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– Topic 8: 体制改革 system reform,国有企业 state-owned enterprises,国有资产 state-
owned assets, 事业单位 public institutions, 投融资 finance, 各项改革 all types of
reform,管理体制 management system,公共财政 public finance,产权制度 property
rights,配套改革 compatible reform.

– Topic 9: 中小企业 medium and small enterprises,非公有制 non-state ownership,民
营企业 private enterprises, 金融机构 financial institutions, 基础设施 infrastructure,
政策措施 policy measures,充分发挥 fully utilize,认真落实 carefully implement,商
业银行 commercial banks,私营企业 private firms.

– Topic 10: 环境保护 environment protection, 生态环境 ecological environment, 处
理厂 disposal factory,生态建设 environment construction,综合治理 comprehensive
treatment, 覆盖率 coverage, 退耕还林 return farmland to forest, 污染物 pollutants,
污水处理 sewage treatment,节能降耗 energy saving.

– Topic 12: 社会治安 public safety, 综合治理 comprehensive treatment, 严厉打击
severely crack down, 深入开展 in-depth implementation, 责任制 responsibility sys-
tem,信访工作 petition work,食品药品 food and drug,违法犯罪 crimes,突发事件
emergencies,特大事故 major accidents.

– Topic 17: 农产品 agriculture, 产业化 commercialization, 龙头企业 leading firms,
大力发展 forcefully promote, 现代农业 modern agriculture, 标准化 standardiza-
tion,基础设施 infrastructure,畜牧业 animal husbandry,劳动力 labor force,无公害
pollution-free.

– Topic 20: 人民政府 people’s government, 民主党派 democratic parties, 各界人士
individuals from all sectors, 武警官兵 armed police, 工商联 commerce association,
人民团体 civial organizations, 省政府 provincial government, 政协委员 CPPCC
deputies,人大代表 NPC deputies,市人大 city people’s congress.

5 Particularistic Reward from the Patron

The preceding analyses have shown that patronage ties with bureaucratic superiors motivate lower-
level officials to exert greater effort on promoting development. To complete the picture of this
informal performance contract, this section provides further evidence on the behaviors of the po-
litical superiors. If the performance incentives are generated by the system’s formal institutions,
we should expect to find a universal linkage between performance and political rewards. By con-
trast, in a world of particularistic accountability, different types of performance can be rewarded
differently when and to whom it was delivered. More specifically, based on the second hypothesis,
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we expect officials to receive greater reward for performance delivered to their patrons than that
delivered to other superiors who are not their patrons.

To test this hypothesis, we construct a person-year sample for all the prefecture-level city secre-
taries and mayors that have ever appeared in our city panel. For each official, we create a sequence
of observations starting in the year of his or her first appearance in the city panel and continuing
on to 2011 unless one of the following condition is met: (1) the official experiences a promotion,
defined as movement from a prefecture-level post to a vice-provincial level (or above) post in the
party or the government,2 (2) the official dies, receives a disciplinary sanction, or (3) reaches the
age of retirement.3

The key independent variables are the Cumulative Relative Performance (CRP), which is the
average of relative growth that an official has achieved in the capacity of a city secretary or a mayor
in his past career. Effectively, it measures on average how much a city official has outperformed
the provincial average up to the current point. For a sequence of relative performance statistics
y1, y2 · · · yt where t indexes year, the CRP at time T is simply

∑
t6T yt

T . In the empirical analyses,
we add an extra complication to the formula above by distinguishing between two types of CRPs:
the CRP for the patron and the CRP for the non-patron. The former is the cumulative perfor-
mance delivered under a provincial secretary who had promoted the official, and the latter is the
performance under a non-patron provincial secretary.4 In the person year sample, the CRPs are
updated throughout the official’s city leadership terms (since s/he delivers new performance every
year). Once the official leaves city leadership posts, the values stay constant for the rest of his/her
observations.

Our measure has several advantages over the existing approaches, which are based on either
contemporaneous or term-based average performance. First, in making promotions, the superior
is likely to take into account the candidate’s entire career record up to that point rather than just
focusing on the present. If a client has delivered outstanding performance in one year but abysmal
results in another, both are likely to be taken into account. Second, to the extent that growth
statistics in regional units allows comparison among officials with otherwise heteregenous back-
grounds, it is a useful and informative signal that is likely to follow with the official throughout his
career. Even officials are not immediately promoted after completing their terms as city leaders,
their performance in cities, which reveal information about their ability and loyalty, is still likely

2The common destination posts includes vice-governor, vice provincial secretary, secretary or mayor in vice-
provincial level cities, members of the provincial standing committee, and vice-ministerial level posts in the central
government. We exclude semi-retirement promotions such as those to the People’s Congress and People’s Consultative
Conference.

3The age is set at 60 for prefecture-level official and 63 for vice-provincial level.
4A value of 0 is assigned to these CRP if we cannot identify any segment of performance between 2000 and 2011

that satisfy the conditions.
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to remembered for some period of time and affect later promotion decisions.5

We estimate the following hazard model:

houtcome
ig (t) = h0g(t) exp

(
β1CRP under Patronig

+β2CRP under non-Patronig

+δ1Under Patronig

+Xβ
)

(1)

where i and g index the individual and the risk strata, respectively. In all models, we stratify on
two variables: 1) whether the subject was a city secretary or a mayor and 2) the province in which
the subject works, both at the beginning of all his/her observations to account for the heterogeneity
in the underlying hazard.6

We estimate the effect of CRPs separately for two key outcomes of interests: promotion and
disciplinary sanction. For each outcome, the dependent variable takes the value of 1 if that outcome
is realized and 0 otherwise. Under Patron is an indicator for whether the official’s CRP for patron
can be calculated for the period of 2000-2011. This variable takes the value of 0 if an official has
not served as a city leader during this period under the provincial secretary who promoted him.

Table A.6 presents the main results on the differential effects of performance on both promotion
and disciplinary sanction. Column 1 presents the baseline result with controls on the size of the
economy, population and fiscal transfer in the assigned city. We find that cumulative performance
delivered under the patron is strongly correlated with one’s promotion. One standard deviation
increase from the provincial average, for example, raises the odds of promotion by about 20%. By
contrast, performance under a non-patron appears to have no effect on growth. The second model
adds additional controls on the demographic and career attributes of the official and the results
remain virtually the same. Columns 3 and 4 report the results from using disciplinary sanction
as the dependent variable. The results are remarkably similar to that of the promotion analyses:
While performance in general seems to weakly increase the probability of disciplinary sanctions,
better performance under a patron is associated actually lower such risk.

5As evidence on how economic performance can have an impact beyond one’s immediate term, many of our
prefecture-level informants can frequently recall and comment on the performance of their subordinates in counties
even they have been transferred to other specialist agencies.

6City secretaries, who are more senior than mayors, are naturally more likely to be promoted. Similarly, some
provinces have more vice-provincial posts relative to the number of city posts, making the odds of promotion higher
for city leaders in those provinces.
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Table A.6: Particularistic Reward to Performance: Evidence
from Promotion

Promotions Disciplinary Sanctions

(1) (2) (3) (4)

CRP under patron 1.203∗∗ 1.242∗∗ 0.702∗∗ 0.700∗∗

(0.101) (0.104) (0.126) (0.127)

CRP under non-patron 1.077 1.088 1.276 1.249
(0.094) (0.099) (0.283) (0.258)

Average relative city GDP 1.479∗∗∗ 1.461∗∗∗ 0.867 0.896
(0.141) (0.142) (0.232) (0.242)

Average relative city population 0.978 0.985 1.272 1.238
(0.089) (0.090) (0.307) (0.286)

Average relative fiscal transfer 1.110 1.162 0.806 0.818
(0.121) (0.130) (0.209) (0.208)

Non-zero CRP under patron 0.592∗∗∗ 0.634∗∗∗ 0.660 0.645
(0.083) (0.092) (0.267) (0.306)

Age 4.571∗∗∗ 4.564∗∗∗ 3.090 3.129
(1.312) (1.394) (3.675) (3.698)

Age2 0.984∗∗∗ 0.984∗∗∗ 0.991 0.991
(0.003) (0.003) (0.011) (0.011)

Patron currently a PSC/PB member 1.967∗∗∗ 1.532
(0.348) (0.698)

Year first promoted to bureau-level 0.942∗∗∗ 1.015
(0.018) (0.069)

Ethnic minority 1.312 1.681
(0.292) (1.226)

Female 3.690∗∗∗ 0.335
(0.845) (0.348)

Full-time college 1.278∗∗ 0.884
(0.151) (0.276)

Year dummies X X X X
Proportional hazard test (p-value) 0.251 0.417 0.222 0.170
Number of promotions 356 356 51 51
Number of individuals 1540 1540 1540 1540
Observations 8826 8826 10516 10516

Note: The table presents exponetiated coefficients (odds ratios) from
Cox proportional hazard models. The results suggest that performance
delivered under the patron matters considerably more for promotion than
that delivered under non-patron.
Robust standard errors clustered at individual are reported in parenthe-
ses.
∗ p < 0.1, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01 (two-tailed test)
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