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Abstract

This paper answers three questions: 1) How do local Chinese officials manipulate
GDP growth for promotion, depending on the crucial junctures in their careers? 2)
How does the central government strategically react to such manipulation in terms
of promotion decisions? 3) How does the interplay between the Mayor and Secretary
under the distinct dual-head leadership structure affect GDP growth manipulation? To
address these questions, I collected a comprehensive dataset on the career trajectories
of 536 prefecture Party Secretaries and 583 Mayors. I begin by characterizing how the
promotion prospects of Mayors and Secretaries depend on their ages. I build a game
theory model to generate testable predictions about the dynamic relationship between
Mayors’ and Secretaries’ ages and their decisions to manipulate GDP growth. I find
that both Secretaries and Mayors manipulate GDP growth at their last opportunity
for promotion to primary vice-provincial positions with real authority. Aware of these
manipulations, the higher authority is found to have set a higher promotion standard
for these Secretaries. Secretaries at their critical age must achieve a 1.45% higher
nominal GDP growth rate on average than Secretaries at other ages to get promoted.
Additionally, I have discovered that Secretaries at their critical ages manipulate less
when paired with Mayors who are qualified to succeed them as Secretaries, since short-
term policy measures used by Secretaries to ”stimulate” economic development may
hinder Mayors’ future pursuit of high GDP growth, highlighting how the presence of
Mayors can act as a check on Secretaries, reducing short-sighted economic policies

aimed solely at promotion and ensuring long-term development.



1 Introduction

China’s economy has achieved remarkable growth over the past four decades, despite be-
ing a non-democratic country. The Chinese government’s approach to governance differs
significantly from that of many other non-democratic nations. While corruption and au-
thoritarianism exist in China, the government has prioritized high-speed economic growth.
Numerous studies have delved into this phenomenon, aiming to understand why the Chinese
government remains committed to economic development in the absence of effective oversight,
rather than engaging in corruption or directly exploiting the wealth of the people.

One influential study is Zhou Li’an’s ” Tournament Model” (2005), which suggests that
the central government evaluates the promotion of top provincial officials based on their
province’s economic performance, particularly its GDP growth. While this model has faced
criticism, with some suggesting that promotions are influenced more by relationships with
Politburo members or educational backgrounds than by GDP growth, Jia Ruixue’s work
(2013) supports the idea that GDP growth still influences the promotion of local officials.
Thus, this model partially explains why Chinese officials are motivated to promote economic
development.

In China, the distribution of officials follows a hierarchical pyramid structure, with only a
small percentage eligible for promotion from middle-level to top-level positions. Unlike demo-
cratic countries, China lacks parliamentary or similar institutions for effective government
supervision. The China Discipline Inspection Commission primarily focuses on monitoring
lower-level governments, with limited capacity for same-level oversight, especially prior to
its transformation into a vertical management system. Konstantin Sonin (2009) notes that
in other non-democratic governments, such as Russia, allowing a certain degree of freedom
of speech supplements central government access to local information. However, in China,
strict control over speech and limited public or media oversight, especially at the prefectural
and higher levels, weaken such mechanisms. Despite widespread corruption, the Chinese

economy has maintained high-speed growth.



While many articles have examined China’s development, few have focused on the al-
location of power within the Chinese political system. Unlike other countries, China has
implemented a unique system resembling dual-headed politics. This paper centers on the
decision-making processes of prefectural officials’ promotions and the impact of this dual-
headed system.

To provide a more comprehensive analysis, I created a dataset that includes officials’ prior
political career history, encompassing experiences that significantly influence their future
promotions and policy directions. I also recorded the highest rank they achieved during
each of these experiences, addressing a gap in previous literature regarding officials’ actual
educational qualifications.

Moreover, I investigated whether party secretaries and mayors succeeded in advancing to
vice-provincial positions and noted the timing of these promotions. For party secretaries,
promotion to primary vice-provincial positions with real authority depends on economic
performance, while advancement to secondary vice-provincial positions requires a sufficiently
long tenure. For mayors, promotion to the party secretary position is more contingent on
the departure of the current secretary. Both party secretaries and mayors tend to exaggerate
economic data before their last promotion opportunity, typically occurring at the age of 55
for party secretaries and between the ages of 53 and 54 for mayors, depending on the current
party secretary’s departure.

Furthermore, I developed a model involving higher authorities, party secretaries, and
mayors. Party secretaries tend to inflate GDP data at a relatively young age (typically
before 50) and just before their last possible promotion opportunity at 55 to gain an extra
chance of promotion. I found that this phenomenon is more pronounced in provinces with
lower promotion probabilities.

Regarding higher authorities, I demonstrated that if they anticipate data manipulation in
specific years, such as at age 55, they have an incentive to raise promotion standards for 55-
year-old party secretaries. This ensures the selection of capable party secretaries and prevents
otherwise qualified party secretaries of different ages from losing promotion opportunities due
to less data manipulation. Promotion standards for 55-year-old party secretaries, based on

GDP growth, are raised on average by 1% to 1.5%, significantly higher than those for party



secretaries of other ages.

Additionally, I analyzed China’s unique dual leadership system, where mayors have a
significant probability of being promoted to the position of party secretary in their own city.
This incentivizes mayors to reduce data manipulation to avoid negative consequences on their
own future development and promotion prospects. As mayors’ probability of succeeding the
party secretary increases with time within one term, I found that GDP growth overreporting
by 55-year-old party secretaries significantly decreases with the paired mayor’s tenure. This
demonstrates that the unique dual leadership system not only enables better collaboration
between party secretaries and mayors but also mutual constraint, mitigating the challenges
of limited supervision by same-level disciplinary secretaries serving as party secretaries and
mayors’ subordinates.

The second part of this paper introduces China’s political institutions, the third part
covers data collection, categorization, and statistical analysis, the fourth part shows the
reduced form empirical results which is the foundation of decision making model, the fifth
part formalizes the decision making process of prefectural secretaries, prefectural mayors and
higher authorities, the sixth parts test and discusses how the predictions are revealed in the

data, and the final part summarizes.

2 Background

2.1 Hierarchy in China

In China, especially before the institutional reforms in 2017, nearly all state-owned insti-
tutions held administrative ranks. These ranks were standardized from top to bottom and
applied across all 31 provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions within the main-
land. This administrative rank system extended beyond Party and government offices, en-
compassing institutions such as schools, hospitals, research organizations, and state-owned
enterprises. From primary school principals to university Party secretaries, and from town-
ship health clinics to hospital directors in Beijing, all adhered to the same administrative
rank system. This system consisted of five levels, corresponding to China’s administrative

hierarchy: national level, provincial level, prefecture level, county level, and township level.
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Figure 1 provides an illustration of this hierarchical structure.

Excluding the military, administrative institutions in China primarily operated within
four parallel branches: the Party, the National People’s Congress (NPC), the government,
and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Each branch had its
own subordinate departments and lower-level administrative institutions. Typically, the head
of a department in a higher-level administrative institution held the same administrative rank
as the chief official of the corresponding lower-level administrative institution. For example,
within the government branch, the head of the Finance Department at the provincial level
held the same rank as the mayor of a prefecture-level city. Similarly, at the provincial
level, the Party secretary (the head of the Party branch), the Chairman of the NPC (the
head of the NPC branch), the Governor (the head of the government branch), and the
Chairman of the CPPCC (the head of the CPPCC branch) all held the same rank known as
the ”zhengshengji,” or the provincial level. Focusing on the provincial level, vice positions
within these four branches, such as vice Party Secretary and vice Governor, vice Chairman
of the NPC, and vice Chairman of the CPPCC, held the rank of ”fushengji,” or the vice
provincial level. Figure 2 and Figure 3 illustrate the positions within the Party branch and
the Government branch at various levels.

At the legal level, the heads of departments under these four branches held the same
rank as the Party Secretary, NPC Chairman, Governor, and CPPCC Chairman of the lower-
level administrative institution. However, it’s important to note that Party leaders at the
corresponding rank, while their administrative rank might match that of other administrative
branch leaders, always held a higher political status. In practice, Party department heads
often concurrently held the position of standing member of the Party committee, granting
them a higher rank even than regular deputy officials in the government. For example, the
head of the organization department of the provincial Party committee typically also served
as a standing member of the provincial Party committee, which came with greater political
privileges than regular vice governors.

While Party department head ranks surpassed those of their counterparts in the govern-
ment, such as the head of the organization department of the provincial Party committee

having a higher rank than the head of the financial department of the provincial government,



the Party secretary and the Governor usually held the same rank at the provincial level.
Similarly, in most cases at the prefecture-city level, the Party secretary and the mayor also
held the same rank, known as the ”"zhengtingji,” or the prefectural level. Theoretically, the
Party secretary was responsible for Party affairs and cadre selection, while the mayor tended
to focus more on economic activities. However, given the Party’s comprehensive control, par-
ticularly over administrative institutions at the prefecture-level city or lower, this distinction
might not be very pronounced in practice.

Similarly, at the provincial level, the heads of the NPC and the CPPCC also held the same
rank as the Party Secretary and the Governor. However, their powers differed significantly.
The Party and government held real decision-making authority, while the NPC and the CP-
PCC, especially at the provincial and lower levels, often served as preparatory institutions for
retiring officials—what is often referred to as secondary organizations. While the NPC the-
oretically resembled parliamentary systems in democratic countries with legislative powers,
in China, the NPC functioned more like a rubber stamp. The political status of the CPPCC
was even lower than that of the NPC. It was a unique manifestation of China’s united front
with non-Communist parties and individuals, as China has eight democratic parties along-
side the Communist Party. These democratic parties operated under the leadership of the
Communist Party, and their leaders were also integrated into the NPC and the CPPCC. The
primary role of the CPPCC was advisory, providing suggestions to the Communist Party
and government, and its actual influence was smaller than that of the NPC. Consequently,
for officials, transitioning from the Party or government to the NPC or the CPPCC usually
signified the end of their political careers and prepared them for retirement. However, since
the NPC and the CPPCC held the same rank as the corresponding Party committees and
governments, vice chairmen of the NPC and the CPPCC often became ideal positions for
rewarding retiring officials.

In this article, we focus on prefecture-level cities, which are below the provincial level
and above the county-level. In China, prefecture-level cities hold a unique status. Legally,
they don’t even exist; they're designated institutions of provincial-level Party committees
and governments. However, this intermediary tier between the province and the county has

a longstanding history and has become an established administrative level. There are four



directly administered municipalities in China: Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqging,
each having the administrative status of a province. Aside from these four cities, there are 15
cities that hold a vice-provincial-level status. Both of their Party secretaries and mayors are
vice-provincial-level officials. Additionally, all provincial capitals are special prefecture-level
cities because the Party secretary of these capitals is customarily held by a standing mem-
ber of the provincial Party committee, also making them vice-provincial-level officials. Many
mayors of these capital cities also have experience as Party secretaries in other prefecture-level
cities within the province. Unlike ordinary mayors of prefecture-level cities, these Mayors of
provincial capitals have opportunities for promotion to vice-provincial-level officials directly.
Finally, there are some important cities. The most notable example is Suzhou in Jiangsu
Province. The party Secretary of Suzhou is typically also a standing member of the provincial
Party committee. In fact, most of these secretaries of provincial capital cities and important
cities also serve as alternate members of the Central Committee, which distinguishes them
from normal secretaries significantly. In this article, we won’t discuss the promotion and eco-
nomic performance of Party secretaries and mayors in these cities. Additionally, the concept
of " prefecture-level city” that we’re discussing doesn’t include these mentioned special cities.

Figure 4 illustrates the different administrative tiers of cities.

2.2 Why prefectural level

In China, there are a total of 333 prefecture-level administrative divisions, of which 293 are
prefecture-level cities, excluding border regions and a few ethnic autonomous areas. There is
a significant disparity in population among prefecture-level cities, ranging from a few hundred
thousand (notably, Sansha City, with a population of only 3,000, is often not considered a true
prefecture-level city) to over ten million. Typically, a prefecture-level city’s population falls
in the range of one to eight million. Similarly, the territorial jurisdiction of these cities varies
substantially. Excluding cities like Sansha, the smallest prefecture-level city covers an area of
1,440 square kilometers, while the largest extends over 370,000 square kilometers (excluding
ethnic minority prefectural-level autonomous districts). Economic volume and development
levels also exhibit significant disparities among prefecture-level cities, even when excluding

border areas, ethnic minority regions, provincial capitals, and economically important cities



in various provinces.

Prefectural secretaries are usually promoted within their province, competing with their
peers in the same province. After excluding the capital city and important prefectures where
secretaries are customarily held by a standing member of the Provincial Party Committee,
prefecture cities in the same province (excluding Xinjiang and Xizang/Tibet) are less diverse.

The primary focus of this article is on the party Secretaries and mayors of various
prefecture-level cities. While they are nominally considered middle-level officials in China,
they do not fit the conventional middle-class category. In China, officials at or above the
vice-provincial level are regarded as senior officials. In Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption cam-

)

paign, corrupt officials at or above the vice-provincial level were referred to as ”tigers,” while
officials at or below the prefectural level were called "flies.” Therefore, for officials at the
prefectural level, the temptation to be promoted to the vice-provincial level, particularly to
influential positions, is substantial. In China, there are approximately 2,000 officials at the
vice-provincial level, including the secondary positions in the NPC and CPPCC, while there
are around 10,000 officials at the full prefectural level. China’s total civil service population
is approximately 7 million, and about 90 million people working in institutions with admin-
istrative ranks, such as public schools or hospitals. As the most influential officials at the
prefectural level, Party secretaries and mayors represent the top 0.1% of Chinese officials,
making them elite members of society. Detailed data on their working experience, education
background, promotion dates, and other vital information can be obtained from public report
and official resume.

In China, it’s a common practice for the Party secretary of a province and the provincial
governor to be appointed from different regions. They cannot be officials who are native to
the province or have worked in the province for an extended period, although the provincial
governor can be promoted to the position of Party Secretary within the same province. On the
other hand, the Party Secretaries and mayors of prefecture-level cities are typically officials
under provincial organization department, often promoted from within the province, and
rarely appointed from other provinces. Therefore, in comparison to the connections between
provincial-level officials, and members of the Politburo, it’s challenging for the Party secretary

and governor of a province to have hometown connections or previous working relationships



with Party secretaries and mayors of prefecture-level cities within the same province. As a
result, the political connections between the Party secretary and governor of a province and
the Party secretaries and mayors of prefecture-level cities within the province tend to be more
distant. Compared to promotion of provincial Party secretaries and governors, promotion
of Party secretaries and mayors of prefecture-level cities within the same province are less

influenced by political connection.

2.3 Unique dual-head system in China

In the usual promotion sequence, becoming a Party secretary is often the final step before
being promoted to the vice-provincial level. This promotion opportunity is particularly
enticing for Party secretaries. Conversely, becoming a mayor often requires first becoming a
Party secretary before having a chance to be promoted to the vice-provincial level. Therefore,
if pursuing the promotion to Party secretary doesn’t lead to the opportunity for a vice-
provincial level promotion due to age factors, the motivation to pursue this promotion might
be significantly diminished.

In the prefecture-level administrative tier, while the political status of a Party secretary
is higher than that of a mayor, their administrative ranks are the same when neither holds
concurrent positions in superior institutions. Both hold the position of a member of the
Provincial Party Committee, which grants them the qualification to report upwards and
participate in various meetings. However, a mayor also concurrently holds the position of
vice Party secretary of prefecture, which means, within the Party’s organizational system,
the mayor is still subordinate to the Party secretary. Furthermore, a Party secretary can
be directly promoted to vice-provincial level positions, whether they are influential positions
like standing member of the provincial Party committee or vice governor, or rank-based
promotions like vice chairman of the provincial People’s Congress or vice chairman of the
provincial CPPCC. In contrast, mayors of prefecture-level cities have very limited chances
to be directly promoted to vice-provincial level positions. For most mayors, becoming a
Party Secretary is the necessary path to eventually being promoted to a vice-provincial level
position.

In summary, for grassroots Chinese officials, whether they start in Party committees or



government institutions, they usually need to alternate between Party and government po-
sitions to secure promotions. A typical promotion trajectory could be county mayor, county
Party secretary, vice prefecture mayor, vice prefectural Party secretary, prefecture mayor,
prefectural Party secretary, vice governor, vice secretary of provincial Party committee, gov-
ernor, provincial Party secretary.

This dual-headed political model is unique and differs from the administrative models
commonly seen in other countries. For instance, in the United States, lower-level govern-
ments are not accountable to higher-level governments; they are only accountable to their
own voters. Additionally, in the federal government of the United States, the Speaker of the
House of Representatives usually doesn’t ascend to the presidency, and retiring Vice Presi-
dents don’t typically transition to becoming Speakers of the House. There is no hierarchical
promotion relationship between the executive and legislative branches. In India, although
the civil servant system (IAS) and the elected official system are somewhat similar in terms
of a dual-headed system, officials in these systems have limited interaction, and there is no
sequential promotion relationship between them. When comparing to other non-democratic
countries, a prominent example of a dual-headed system is Iran. However, to some extent,
[ran shares similarities with India. The interaction between Iran’s religious clergy system and
government officials is not very frequent. Among other socialist countries, China’s system
remains highly unique. Former Soviet Union and Cuba also had similar dual-headed systems,
but their dual-headed systems resemble those of India or Iran with infrequent interactions
between different systems. For example, in the former Soviet Union, if an official originated
from the government system, the ideal promotion trajectory would be mayor, provincial gov-
ernment minister, vice chairman of the provincial minister conference, chairman of provincial
minister conference, minister in the central government. To provide a specific example,
Leonid Brezhnev mostly worked within the Party system throughout his life, while Alexei
Kosygin worked predominantly in government departments.

Among the existing socialist countries, Vietnam’s promotion trajectory is the most simi-
lar to China’s. In Vietnam, the provincial People’s Committee functions as the government,
and the chairman of the provincial People’s Committee corresponds to China’s provincial

governor. Like China, it’s a common phenomenon in Vietnam for governors to be promoted
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to provincial Party committee secretaries. However, unlike China, there’s a significant dif-
ference in political status between provincial Party committee secretaries and governors in
Vietnam. Among the members of the 13th Central Committee of the Communist Party of
Vietnam, almost all the serving provincial Party committee secretaries are elected as central
committee members, but there are very few governors elected as central committee members.
In contrast, in China, both serving provincial Party secretaries and governors are inevitable
central committee members. For a province, both the prefectural Party secretary and mayor
are inevitable members of the provincial Party committee. Thus, compared to Vietnam,
government leaders at various levels in China have relatively greater autonomy and more
comparable political rights to their counterparts in the Party.

Even when compared to ancient China, the current system has many differences. Li Ji-
awei (2023) pointed out that the dual-head system in ancient China was effective in reducing
rebellions, using officials such as Tongpan (vice/assistant prefecture mayor specialize in jus-
tice) and Tongzhi (vice prefecture mayor) as examples. Tongpan and Tongzhi both served
as vice Prefect (prefecture mayor), but in ancient times, the gap between the Prefect and
Tongzhi was much larger than the gap between the secretary and the mayor today. More
importantly, the possibility of Tongzhi being promoted to Prefect was very small, and even
if promoted, it was more likely to be a transfer to a different place rather than taking over
as the Prefect in the same jurisdiction. In fact, in the closest example to modern times,
the Qing Dynasty, the promotion path for local officials was County Magistrate, Prefectural
Magistrate (mayor of vice-prefecture level administrative district), and then Prefect, in that
order. It did not require passing through the positions of vice Prefect or Assistant Prefect
at the prefecture level, which is quite different from the present. Furthermore, in the Qing
Dynasty, the appointment of Prefect or higher civil officials was centralized in the Ministry of
Personnel and need permit from Emperor. The majority of Prefects were appointed from of-
ficials who had previously served in the central government and frequently transferred across
provinces, which is also very different from the modern era. Today in China, half of the
mayors are likely to take over as the secretary of the same city and very limited of prefecture
secretaries or mayors are from outside of province.

In summary, the dual-head system implemented in China today has two characteristics
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that are not present in ancient China or contemporary other countries. First, the treatment
of the two heads is extremely balanced, from administrative level to political treatment to
salary treatment, all very similar. Second, the promotion path is very special, with a high-
ranking official among the two heads likely to be succeeded by a lower-ranking official after
leaving office. From a political perspective, this arrangement cleverly avoids one-person rule,
and from an economic perspective, it allows the secretary and the mayor to balance long-term
development with immediate interests from promotion. In this article, we attempt to explain
China’s economic data based on this unique setup. Ultimately, this also helps us understand
why superior governments are able incentivizes officials to promote economic development

by rewarding those who excel in economic performance.

3 Data

3.1 Data component

As mentioned earlier in this article, our research exclusively focuses on ordinary prefecture-
level cities, excluding directly-administered municipalities, vice provincial-level cities, impor-
tant cities where the Party secretary concurrently holds the position of a standing member
of the provincial Party committee, vice prefecture-level cities, and county-level cities. Addi-
tionally, due to data limitations and the unique characteristics of border regions, this study
does not include minority autonomous cities or cities in Xinjiang, Tibet, and other similar
areas. Finally, all prefecture-level cities considered in this article are from mainland China
and do not include Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.

The data used in this article primarily consists of four main parts:

1. The first part includes panel data for each prefecture-level city for each year. This data
is sourced from official government-published statistical yearbooks for each year. It includes
city population, birth rate, death rate, total GDP, GDP growth rate, GDP per capita,
industrial proportion, agricultural proportion, investment amount, fiscal budget revenue,
and more.

2. The second part consists of VIIRS nighttime light data used to cross-reference with
GDP data from official statistical yearbooks published by prefecture governments. This study
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covers nighttime light data for the years from 2010 to 2013.

3. The third part includes GDP growth targets set by the central government and provin-
cial government at the beginning of each year. These data are collected from the annual
central government work report and annual government work reports of each province.

4. The fourth part includes the profiles of the prefectural Party secretaries and mayors for
each year. If there are multiple Party secretaries or mayors within a year, those with a tenure
exceeding 6 months are considered. If no Party secretary or mayor holds the position for
more than 6 months, the position is considered vacant. The original data for Party secretaries
and mayors primarily come from officially published resumes. In cases where official resumes
are incomplete, they are supplemented with information from publicly available official news
reports.

The original data of resumes are presented in textual narratives, including ethnicity, offi-
cial education, and tenure periods. I have compiled and organized the data, using numerical
variables to record each official’s political career experiences. For instance, whether they have
worked in the central government, their highest administrative position held during central
institution service, whether they have worked in the Communist Youth League, their highest
administrative position held during Youth League service, whether they have served as a
senior cadre’s secretary, and their highest administrative position held during such service,
and so on.

I have also recorded the officials’ work experience in government positions prior to their
current roles as Party secretary or mayor. Correspondingly, I have similarly recorded the
officials’ work experience in Party positions prior to their current roles. 1 have also tracked
whether each Party secretary was promoted from the position of prefecture mayor and
whether each mayor was subsequently promoted to the position of Party secretary. The
officials’ careers are tracked prior to their roles as Party secretary or mayor.

I have also documented whether they eventually received a promotion to the rank of vice
provincial-level cadre or higher and the timing of their promotion to vice provincial-level
cadre. I have also tracked whether each official faced prosecution due to corruption. The
data about promotion and punishment are updated until the end of 2022.

Additionally, I have attempted to reconstruct the true education level of each Party
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secretary and mayor. Previous research indicates that education level significantly impacts
an official’s potential for promotion. However, past studies did not differentiate between
officials’ first degrees, full-time degrees, and their officially highest degrees.

In China, the first degree refers to the degree obtained after taking the national college
entrance exam and entering a university. If an individual did not participate in the na-
tional college entrance exam, their first degree is the highest full-time degree they obtained.
The full-time degree refers to the highest education level achieved through regular academic
study. The officially highest degree, on the other hand, includes in-service/part-time degrees
obtained from Party schools, as well as distance learning degrees. In reality, such degrees are
relatively easy for officials to obtain. For senior officials, obtaining a part-time degree from a
university in their primary jurisdiction or affiliated with their province does not necessarily
involve academic study.

All the data of officials used in this paper were collected and organized by myself from

published resumes and news reports.

3.2 Statistic summary

In my database, I have recorded a total of 536 Party secretaries. The average age of these
Party secretaries when they first assumed the position of prefectural Party secretary was 50.8
years old. Figure 5 displays the age distribution of these Party secretaries at the time they
took on the role of prefectural Party secretary. On average, these Party secretaries served
for 3.83 years. Among them, 62% were eventually promoted to the rank of vice-provincial-
level cadre, and 33% of them attained vice-provincial-level positions with real authority, or
simply called primary vice-provincial-level positions, which are vice-provincial-level positions
not belong to provincial or national NPC or CPPCC, such as vice governor, deputy minister
and standing member of provincial Party committee. When we focus solely on those Party
secretaries who achieved primary vice-provincial-level positions, we find that their average
tenure was 3.37 years. For those who were promoted to vice-provincial-level positions belong
to the NPC or CPPCC, the average tenure was 4.83 years.

Figure 6 depicts the distribution of years of service as prefectural Party secretary for

those who were promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions. From the graph, it can
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be observed that Party secretaries who aspired to further promotions typically needed to
serve in their roles for at least one to two years. In the database, there are a total of 586
pairs of Party secretaries and prefectures, as some Party secretaries have served in multiple
prefectures. Among these pairs, 79.7% of Party secretaries had previous experience as mayors
before assuming the position of Party secretary. Additionally, 48.5% of Party secretaries were
promoted to the position of Party secretary from the mayorship of the same city. 23% of
these Party secretaries were sentenced due to corruption. Among all secretaries, 5.6% of
Party secretaries were investigated for corruption during their tenure and were ultimately
sentenced.

Considering the time frame, we have recorded a total of 1406 combinations of Party
secretaries and prefectures for each year. Figure 7 displays the age distribution of Party
secretaries during their tenure. The average age of Party secretaries in office is 52.8 years
old. Among these 1406 combinations, there were a total of 131 secretaries promoted to
primary vice-provincial-level positions, with an average promotion rate of 9.3%.

In my database, a total of 583 mayors are recorded. The average age of these mayors
when they first took office is 48.8 years old. Figure 8 displays the age distribution of mayors
when they assumed the position of mayor for the first time. The average tenure of mayors
is 3.33 years, and 62.6% of them eventually get promoted to the position of Party secretary,
with 36.7% of mayors being directly promoted to become Party secretaries in the same city.
Normally, mayors need to serve in their role for at least 2 years to have a successful transition
to secretaryship. 38.9% of mayors are eventually promoted to the rank of vice-provincial-level
cadre or above. If we focus on those mayors who are promoted to the vice-provincial-level or
above, we find that 80.2% of them have prior experience as Party secretaries.

In the database, there are a total of 586 pairs of mayors and prefectures, as some mayors
have served in multiple prefectures. 20.3% of these mayors are sentenced due to corrup-
tion. Among all mayors, 2.1% of mayors are investigated and eventually sentenced due to
corruption during their tenure.

In the end, considering all the data over time, we have a total of 1394 mayor-year pairs
recorded. Figure 9 illustrates the age distribution of mayors during their tenure. The average

age of mayors during their tenure is 50.3 years old. Figure 10 shows the age of mayors when
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they transition from being mayors to becoming Party secretaries. The average age at this

transition is 52.2 years old.

3.3 Age constraint of promotion and retirement

Although the legal retirement age for Party secretaries below the vice-provincial-level is 60
years old, in practice, the opportunity for Party secretaries to be promoted to the position of
primary vice-provincial-level cadres ceases at the age of 56. The Chinese government hasn’t
officially published the deadline for promotions at each level, and many previous studies on
age constraints for promotions, such as Kou and Tsai (2014), may be misleading. Since I
have collected the exact month when the prefectural Party secretary was promoted to the
vice-provincial-level cadre position, I can draw conclusions directly from the data rather than
relying on unofficial reports. I find that only 3 Party secretaries, got promoted to primary
vice-provincial-level positions after the age of 57!. Figure 11 illustrates the age distribution
of Party secretaries when they are promoted to the positions of vice-provincial governor or
provincial standing member of the provincial Party committee. It’s quite evident that there
is a distinct break-point at the age of 56.

Similarly, for mayors, although the legal retirement age is 60 years old, the practical
opportunity for mayors to be promoted to Party secretaries ceases around the age of 57.
Only a very few mayors have the chance to be promoted to Party secretaries after the age
of 57. What’s even more crucial for mayors is whether they have the chance for further
promotion after transitioning to Party secretaries. As mentioned earlier, if a Party secretary
wishes to be promoted to a vice-provincial-level position, they must have served as a Party
secretary for at least one year. Therefore, for mayors aiming to retain the possibility of being
promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions, they must become Party secretaries by

the age of 54 or earlier. Figure 12 displays the age distribution of all prefectural Party

! Among them, there are two special cases. One is Huang Ke, the Party secretary of Chongzuo prefec-
ture, who is of Zhuang ethnicity and became the president of the high people’s court of Guangxi Zhuang
autonomous region. Another is Ye Zhuang, a member of leadership of Sichuan provincial government and the
secretary-general. Following the 2013 Ya’an earthquake, he assumed the additional responsibility of Party

Secretary in Ya’an and was subsequently promoted to the position of vice governor during his tenure.
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secretaries who had experience as mayors and were ultimately promoted to primary vice-
provincial-level positions when they transitioned from being a mayor to a Party secretary.

It’s evident that there are distinct breakpoints around the age of 54.

4 Reduced Form Empirical Results

4.1 Which position need better GDP performance

In previous research on the promotion mechanisms of Chinese officials, several factors have
been identified as influencing promotions, including but not limited to relationships with
higher-level governments (Liu 2022), education backgrounds, and in-service economic per-
formance metrics such as GDP growth rates. Luo (2021) pointed out that the promotion of
prefectural Party secretaries is linked to GDP growth rates, while the promotion of mayors
does not show a significant correlation with GDP growth rates. However, Luo did not control
for officials’ career experiences.

In our study, we re-examined the correlation between promotions and GDP performance.
Additionally, as GDP data for the previous year is typically published in March of the follow-
ing year, using current-year GDP data to infer its influence on the probability of promotion
in the same year is highly inappropriate. Given that we collected precise promotion dates
for all officials down to the month, promotion periods do not need to be constrained by
calendar years. Considering that GDP data for each year is typically published in March
of the following year, we believe that the GDP data for each year affects the probability of
promotion within the 12 months from April of the following year to March of the third year.

To investigate this, we conducted the following regression analysis:

Promotion;; = a + bGDPgrowth. + cSecExperience;; + dSecy 0
1

+ fCitye + 0c + mt + €ict

On the left side, the variable is the dummy of promotion result for Secretary i of prefecture
city ¢, with next 12 month after government publish the GDP information of year t. I set

four values for the dummy, 0 for not get promotion, including retirement, transfer to other
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prefecture level position and get punishment, 1 for get promoted to NPC or CPPCC, 2 for
get promoted to vice governor and 3 for get promoted to standing member of provincial
party committee. On the right side, the first variable, a, is the constant, the second variable
captures the GDP growth rate of prefecture city ¢ at year t, the third variable is a control
variable captures the experience of secretary i at year t, such as experience as mayor or youth
league, the forth variable is another control variable captures the character of secretary i at
year t, such as gender or age, the fifth variable is the statistical data of prefecture city c at
year t, such as population and total GDP, and the rest are prefecture city fixed effect, year
fixed effect and error term. Results are shown in Table 1.

I found the positive correlation between promotion and GDP performance, as demon-
strated in previous research, does indeed exist. Then, we redefined the "promotion” variable
as a binary dummy variable (0/1), where 1 represents promotion, including promotion to
NPC or CPPCC, vice governor, or standing member of provincial party committee. 0 rep-
resents not receiving any promotion. We also tested the probit model, and the results were
consistent. However, due to the distinct pathways of promotion for secretaries, such as
the promotion to primary vice-provincial-level officials (vice-governor or standing committee
member) versus promotion to NPC or CPPCC, we aimed to clarify which type of promotion
was driving the results.

First, I retained only those secretaries who did not receive a promotion and those who

were promoted to NPC or CPPCC. Then, I run the following regression:

Level_Promotion;,; = a + bGDPgrowth. + cSecExperience;

(2)
+ dsecit + fCZtyct + 5(: + Ui + €ict

On the left side, the dependent variable as a binary dummy variable (0/1), where 1 represents
promotion to NPC or CPPCC and 0 represents not receiving any promotion. On the right
side, the independent variables are the same with regression (1).

The results are shown in Table 2. Clearly, GDP growth rate no longer significantly affects
the promotion to NPC or CPPCC, in contrast to the previous findings. Instead, the length
of tenure as a secretary has a greater impact on the probability of being promoted to vice

chairman of the People’s Congress or the Political Consultative Conference. In fact, this
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type of promotion that becoming a vice chairman of NPC or CPPCC seems more like a
consolation prize for secretaries who have served for many years in various places, and have
neither outstanding performance nor significant misconduct.

Next, I focused on those secretaries who promoted to primary vice-provincial-level posi-

tions. I run the following regression:

Real_Promotion;; = a + bG D Pgrowth + cSecExperience;

(3)
+dSecy + fCitye + 0c + M + €it

On left side, I once again defined a binary promotion variable (0/1), where 0 indicates
no promotion to a primary vice-provincial-level position, including retirement, transfer to
other prefecture-level position, get punishment and get promoted to NPC or CPPCC, and 1
indicates promotion to vice governor or standing committee member. On the right side, the
independent variables are the same with Regression 1. The results are shown in Table 3. 1
discovered a clear correlation between GDP growth rate and the probability of promotion to
vice governor or standing committee member, with extra 1% of GDP growth reported, there
is almost extra 1% probability to get promoted to primary vice-provincial-level position, with
the average probability of promotion is only about 9% for each year. I also tested the probit

model, and the results were stable.

4.2 Which year of GDP performance matter

I test the influence of GDP performance of previous years and current year. I rerun the
regression 3, but changes the definition of dependent variable of promotion and independent
variable of GDP growth of year t. For dependent variable, I simply use the promotion status
of calendar year t and for independent variable, I use three different measurements of GDP
growth: GDP growth of year t, GDP growth of year t-1, and the average of GDP growth of
secretaries’ tenure. Compare to use the GDP growth at year t as independent variable and
promotion status of next 12 months after publish the GDP growth as dependent variable,
the magnitude of coefficient b decreases and significance disappear when using either year

t-2, year t, or tenure average as independent variable and promotion status of calendar year
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t as dependent variable. Results are shown in Table 4.

Therefore, 1 believe that the latest available GDP growth before promotion decision has
a much greater impact on whether a promotion is granted than the GDP growth in the pre-
ceding years, and since the GDP growth of current year is not available during the year, so it
could not have a significant influence on promotion at current year. In all the aforementioned
regressions, our promotion data were based on promotions occurring within 12 months after

the release of GDP data for the respective prefecture at year t.

4.3 GDP performance and promotion of mayor

I also tested the impact of GDP performance on the promotion of mayors but did not find

stable results. I run the following regression:

Promotion;; = a + bGDPgrowthy + cMayor Experiencey + dM ayor;

(4)
+ fCZtyct + 50 + ui + €ict

On the left side, the variable is the dummy of promotion result for Mayor i of prefecture
city ¢, with next 12 month after government publish the GDP growth of year t. I set
four values for the dummy, 0 for not get promotion, including retirement, transfer to other
prefecture-level city as mayor, transfer to prefecture-level institutions such as provincially-
owned enterprises or universities as secretary or executive leader, or get punishment, 1 for
get promoted to be director of department of provincial government, such as director of
department of commerce and department of education (not including directors of department
that are usually held concurrently by the vice governor, such as department of police), or to
be executive vice director of a department of the provincial party committee (the director of
such department held concurrently by the standing member of provincial party committee),
such as the executive vice director of provincial organization department. 2 for get promoted
to party secretary of any prefecture cities and 3 for get promoted to any vice provincial
positions. Results are shown in Table 5.

I rerun the Regression 4, however, I once defined a binary promotion variable (0/1), where

1 indicates promotion to secretary position or vice provincial level position, 0 otherwise. On
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the right side, the independent variables are the same with Regression (1), the results are
shown in Table 6. I also tested the probit model, and the results were stable.

One conceivable reason is that almost half of the mayors are promoted to become secre-
taries of their own cities. Therefore, to some extent, the tenure of secretaries determines the
timing of mayors transitioning to become secretaries. Moreover, the promotion of secretaries
to primary vice-provincial-level positions based on excellent GDP performance is limited
and more secretary positions are left vacant because the secretary is promoted to secondary
vice-provincial-level positions unrelated to economic performance or because the secretary
steps back to the second line due to age concerns, allowing the mayor to take over. As a
result, there might be a lack of strong connection between GDP growth and the promotion
of mayors.

Based on these findings, combined with our previous discovery of promotion breakpoints,
we can draw the following conclusions: GDP growth of each year primarily affects the chances
of secretaries being promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions next year before the
age of 56, for secretaries aged 57 to 60, the assistance in promotion to the NPC and CPPCC

is minimal, and for mayors, the influence on promotion to secretaries is limited.

5 Model

5.1 Model foundation

In Section 2, T explained that in China, both the Party secretary of a normal prefecture-level
city and the mayor of a normal prefecture-level city hold the rank of prefecture level. However,
prefecture secretary is typically the final step in the promotion process before becoming a
vice-provincial-level official. In contrast, only 6 mayors were directly promoted to a vice-

provincial-level position out of 611 mayor-prefecture pairs (583 mayors) in our dataset®. If

2Among these six individuals, one comes from a minority ethnic group, one is female, and another in-
dividual belongs to both a minority ethnic group and is female. Additionally, two of them were previously
directors of department in central government ministries and returned to central government ministries or
departments directly under central jurisdiction as vice-provincial-level officials after serving in local govern-

ment positions. In China, it is customary to have at least one female member in the provincial Party standing

21



mayors wish to be promoted to vice provincial-level officials, promotion to secretary is the
most direct route. Over 80% of mayors who were eventually promoted to vice-provincial level
positions first got promoted as prefecture secretary.

In Section 3, I showed that even though the official retirement age for prefecture-level
officials is 60 years old, in practice, most prefecture secretaries and mayors do not stay in
their positions until retirement. More importantly, from previous data analysis, we found
that for prefecture Party secretaries, the latest age to be promoted to primary vice-provincial-
level positions, such as vice governor or provincial standing committee member, is 56 years
old. Therefore, if a prefecture Party secretary wishes to impress higher-level authorities with
their economic growth performance, the latest time should be at the age of 55, as GDP
statistics are usually completed and reported in February or March of the following year.

In Section 4, I presented the empirical result that prefecture Party secretaries with bet-
ter economic performance are more likely to be promoted to primary vice-provincial-level
positions. However, there is no significant correlation between a prefecture mayor’s promo-
tion to secretary and economic growth. Similarly, there is no significant correlation between
a prefecture Party secretary’s promotion to positions with vice-provincial-level privileges,
such as vice chairman of the provincial People’s Congress or vice chairman (NPC) of the
provincial Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC),
and economic growth. Since prefecture Party secretaries typically hold the position for 3-4
years, and the initial economic performance largely depends on the policy effects left by their
predecessors, our data demonstrates that the promotion of prefecture Party secretaries is
most strongly related to economic performance in the year preceding their promotion and,

but not to their economic performance at the beginning of their tenure.

committee and one female vice-governor. In minority autonomous regions, both primary and secondary of-
ficials should include a certain proportion of officials from the minority ethnic group. Therefore, female and
minority ethnic cadre sometimes have an advantage in receiving unconventional promotions. It is a common
practice in central government ministries to temporarily assign senior officials at the prefecture-level who
are being prepared for promotion or reassignment to work at the local governments for one to two years.
This helps enrich their work experience. In fact, only one mayor during the period covered by my database,
Chen Baocheng, the Mayor of Dongguan Prefecture, was directly promoted to the vice-provincial-level cadre,

becoming the Vice Governor of Guangdong Province.
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For a prefecture Party secretary, promotion to a primary vice-provincial-level position
carries significant benefits. Firstly, compared to the official retirement age of 60 for prefecture-
level officials who can only hold the powerful position until 57 to 58 in most situations, vice-
provincial-level officials can usually hold the powerful positions until the age of 60. They
can also continue to hold a second-line position such as vice chairman of the provincial NPC
or CPPCC until 63, thereby extending their political life and increasing political and living
benefits every year thereafter. Secondly, promotion to a vice-provincial-level position provides
further opportunities for advancement®. Finally, promotion to a vice provincial-level position
offers additional retirement benefits and privileges. Therefore, promotion to an primary vice-
provincial-level position is highly attractive for prefecture Party secretaries. In fact, this is
also the motivation for mayors to aspire to become prefecture Party secretaries even though
mayors and secretaries are officials at the same rank, with similar benefits.

The selection and appointment of vice-provincial-level officials in a province are the re-
sult of discussions between the provincial standing committee of the Party and the central
organization department. The promotion of a prefecture secretary to the position of vice gov-
ernor or provincial standing committee member is usually an internal promotion within the
province. Here, we do not specifically distinguish between the roles of the provincial standing
committee and the central organization department; we collectively refer to them as higher-
level authorities. Compared to the promotion of provincial officials or county-level officials,
the connection between higher-level authorities and prefecture officials is less influenced by

political or personal connections.

5.2 Model setup

In this section, we construct a theoretical model based on the standard career concern model
(Holmstrém 1982) and a decision-making model to maximize lifetime expected utility, to
explain the decision-making process and outcomes of three important players in the promotion

process of prefecture-level officials in China: the Prefecture Party Secretary (Secretary), the

3Until 2023, there are 27 officials coverd in my dataset that worked as prefecture secretaries or mayors in
2010-2015 serve as province secretary, minister, gorvernor or other full-province-level officials, some of them

may become vice-national-level officials such as vice-prime-minister in 2027
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Prefecture Mayor (Mayor), and the Higher-Level Authorities. The model is testable through
empirical methods based on our data.

First, we assume that the higher-level authorities simply want to identify the most capable
officials, and all the utility from this promotion process is derived from promoting capable
Secretaries. The higher-level authorities cannot directly observe the abilities of the Secretaries
but can observe the GDP growth rate reported by each Secretary each year.

For Secretaries, the GDP growth rate they report at age ”t” consists of three components.

GDPgrowthy = a; +my + ni (5)

On the right side, the first part is their ability, denoted as a;, the second part is the manipu-
lation decided by secretary which is the reported GDP growth minus what really happened,
denoted as m;, and the last part is the economic fluctuations, denoted as 7;;, with expected
value equal to zero. Both of the ability and fluctuations are objective and beyond secretary’s
control. Here t is the age at the end of current year, and we have t=n+ty, to as the age of
secretary assigned as secretary and “n” as the difference between current year and ¢y, which
mean the n'® year as secretary could determine m.

Here m represents the GDP growth achieved through illegal or short-term means at
the expense of the prefecture’s future development. This may include but is not limited to
excessive auctions of state-owned land to raise funds to increase investment to boost economic
growth, negotiations with local companies to obtain advance tax payments in exchange for
future tax exemptions, tacit approval of environmental violations or illegal construction by
companies, and direct falsification of economic data, among other actions. Such behavior can
boost GDP growth for the current year but harm future economic development. Moreover,
due to the existence of audits and reporting mechanisms, it may be discovered by the higher-
level authorities, leading to disciplinary action against the Secretary and the loss of promotion

opportunities or even their position.
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5.3 Utility function of Secretaries

I assume that before the start of each year, the higher-level authorities will receive each
prefecture Party secretaries’ economic growth report of previous year and decided who to
promote. Each Secretary learn about promotion status at the beginning of each year. For
given Secretary i, if she fails to get promoted and have not reached actual retirement age
at the end of this year t, she chooses m;; during the year t based on 7;, and then report
GDPgrowth;; to higher-level authorities.

For Secretaries, each year they have probability of being promoted to a vice-provincial-
level position in the following year. As mentioned earlier, the probability of promotion is
related to economic performance, which in turn is directly related to their ability.

Since at the beginning of each year, the central government sets economic growth targets
for each province. Therefore, the provincial party committee and provincial government
establish a target for their jurisdiction that is typically equal to or higher than the national
requirement. In majority cases (992/1372), the GDP growth rates reported by the prefectures
will meet this target, since falling short of the target implies incompetence. Furthermore, I
found there are 131 secretaries got real promotion and only 7 of them failed to meet both
of the requirement from central government and provincial government*. From the Data, I
found the density of GDP growth report is single peak and the peak location is slight higher
than province requirement, showed by Figure 13. Since the density is decreasing after fulfill
the requirements, for each extra unit of GDP growth given secretary reported, she will surpass
less and less peers after fulfill the requirements and pass the peak of provincial requirement.

In conclusion, I assume that the probability of promotion, denoted as p(g) with p'(g) > 0
and p”(g) < 01if p(g) > 0.

Here, we assume that Secretaries are risk-neutral, so their utility function consists of a
Bayesian utility function. If the secretaries’ age still qualified for promotion before the start
of next year, t <= 56, the utility function of given year includes four components each year:

First is the basic utility of serving as a Secretary, denoted as wu.

4In fact among these 7 secretaries, 3 of them from provinces that no secretaries fulfill both of national
requirement and provincial requirement at that year, which means it’s very rare to get a real promotion

without fulfill national and provincial requirement of GDP growth.
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Second, if they are promoted at the beginning of current year due to their GDP perfor-
mance from the previous year, they receive additional utility as a vice-provincial-level official,
denoted as u,.

Third, if they are promoted at the beginning of current year due to their GDP perfor-
mance from the previous year, after the decision making process, they will expect to receive
additional retirement utility, denoted as w,., and utility from extending political life (3 years
in most cases) as a vice-provincial-level official.

Fourth, if they don’t get promoted in beginning of the current year, they incur a cost for
the year based on the choice of m; they made at the end of current year, and m;_; from the
previous year, denoted as Cy(my_1,my).

As mentioned earlier, one of the primary methods to accelerate GDP growth in the short
term is to increase government investment, which relies on raising more funds through various
channels. The main methods for raising funds are through borrowing and land transfer fees.
When the government issues bonds through urban investment groups or other economic
entities, a higher debt ratio will correspondingly increase the cost of financing. Similarly,
putting more land up for auction increases the supply of land and lowers the unit price of
land. Both of these factors make fund raising an increasingly challenging process. Therefore,
we assume Cl,, , m, 1S a convex and increasing function with weighted m;_; and m;.

In conclusion, the utility function of each secretary at year t is:

Ut0+1 = Us — Ct0+1 (mt07 mt0+1) (6)
it —ty+1
to+n
Uigin = ts + e —{ ] [1=pelgr-1)]} # [te + Crorin (Mg 1n1, Mg 10)] (7)
t=to+2

if to+1 <t <56

Uss = {1 — H (1= pe(ge—1)]} * uy (8)
if t =56

Here we assure secretary assigned as secretary for a given prefecture at age ty. Since many
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policies may have been determined by previous secretary so we assume there’s mg as given.
Except that, as this is not a full year, so we call this year as year 0 as Secretary, and normalize
the utility and cost from this year 0 equal to 0. Furthermore, it’s very rare for secretaries
getting promotion within a year after being assigned, we assume the probability of promotion
of next year is 0.

Function (6) captures the total utility of year 1 as secretary, it only have two components,
the basic utility as secretary and the cost from m, since probability of promotion at the
beginning of year 1 is 0.

Function (7) captures the total utility of year n as secretary, the first two components
capture the utility as primary vice-provincial-level official, and the third component captures
the expect utility loss with probability that failed to get promoted at any year from year 2
to n.

Function (8) captures the expect total utility of retirement and extending of political life
as primary vice-provincial-level official with probability that succeed to get promoted at any
year from year 2 to 56.

Since the GDP growth reported by secretary is determined by function (5) and both of
a; and n; are objective, each secretary can only choose m;;. Each Secretary i, need to choose
(mtg+1, ... , Ms5) to maximize the sum of utility over all years from the year 1 as secretary to

retirement.

ExpectUtility; =  ug (1 — 5770) /(1 — B) + B*ue x (1 — p247) /(1 — B)

95—t fotn
_ Z Bt * H (1= pi(ge—1)]} * [ue + Cip(my—1,m4)]} — Ciggr1 (Mg, Mty 11)
—2 t=to+2
57
4 BT f] — H [1 = pit(ge—1)]} = uy
t=to+2

if ty < 54

Here the first line on the right side capture the total utility with time discount g as

secretary and extra utility as primary vice-provincial-level official, the second line capture
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the total expect utility loss if a given secretary failed to get promotion at each year with time
discount, and the cost of m at first year, the third line capture the expect total extra utility

as primary vice-provincial-level official after retirement with time discount.

EzxpectUtility; =  us + % pse(gss) * up — Cos (Mg, , Myy,) (10)

since p'(m) > 0 and p”(m) < 0 if p(m) > 0, and 9C(mi—1me) 0, 9C(mi—1;me) 0,

8mt, 1 8mt

92C (my—_1,my) > 0 and 9%2C (my—_1,my)

) : * * *
o7, o2 > 0, there’s solution m* = (m; ,,,... ,mzs).

5.4 Simple version of the model

In this case, I use a simple two-stage model to analyze the Secretary’s decision making. For

simplicity, I assume the expectation of shock 7;; = 0. I further assume the Secretary could

only choose m # m at one single age, either at age 54 or age 55, and for all other age, we

have m; = m and setting g, = ¢. I also assume m of previous year and m of current year
AC (my—1,my¢) OC(mi_1,my

have same influence on cost of current year, which means B = B, ) At last,

I assume p;(g;—1) = p for all t except at age 54 and 55, and p'(g;—1) > 0 and p”(g,—1) < 0.
Since utility before age 54 is independent with choice of ms4 and mss5, and choice of change
ms4 OF Mys have exact same influence on change of Usg, so the secretary choose to change m

at either age 54 or age 55 to maximize: Usy + 3 * Uss

If secretary choose to change ms4, then need to max:

Uss+B*Uss = us+u.—(1— @53—1&0[% + C(m, ms4)] (11)
+ B {us + ue — (1= §)* 7 5 (1 — psa) [ue + C(msg, m)]}

If secretary choose to change mss, then need to max:

Uss + B*Uss = us+ue— (1 —p)" fu, + C(r, m)] (12)

+ B {ug 4+ ue — (1= p)** 7 [ue + C(m, ms3)]}
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Marginal utility of changes ms, from m is:

dUsy

dmsy

- _ (1 )53 tOC/ ""B( )53 t°p54ue
msqa=m (13)

_B( )53 toC/ +B(1_ )53 top 4054+B(1_ )53 t0p54054

Marginal utility of changes mss from m is:

e I R e I (1)
The difference between fllUf;i and %5555 is:
msa=mm mss=mm
o - o =B = e+ O (15)
Here C' = %’254) = %’Q%) , € = C(m,m), p(m) = p, ph(m) =
msa=m mss =

Pss(m) = p'. From section 4, we know for secretary, report each extra unit of GDP growth rate

would give less than 1% of probability getting promoted to primary provincial position, which

AdUss _ dUssq
dmss  dmsg
ms5= m. 4—m
Intuitively, at age 55, there’s no future potential cost for manipulate GDP growth since the

means the p’ is relative small. Assume C” > fp/(u.+C'), we have > 0.

secretary will leave the office no mater getting promotion or not. Aslong as the extra utility as
primary vice-provincial-level official for single year is not huge enough, Secretary should have
more incentive to manipulate GDP growth at age 55 instead of age 54. Furthermore, if we
assume in different provinces k, the py(g) is different for same GDP growth reported, assume
province k with higher probability for promotion than province j, we should have p, > pi
when pj () = p}(m) = p. Then for same p/, 3(1 —p)**~*[C" — Bp/(u. + C)] decreasing with
p, that means the difference between marginal utility of manipulation for Secretary at age
55 and at age 54 should be smaller at provinces with more chances of promotion.

Similarity, we could have

dUy+1 _ dU4o

dmi, 1

= (B —1-2pB* +p*B*)C" + By (u. + C)
Miyg1 =1 dmig 12

mt0+2:ﬁ1
if tg < 54
Based on previous literature (Wang 2009), the time discount [ for Chinese people is

around 0.74, with significant positive correlation with Male, Age and education background
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of Economics, so here I simply use § = 0.8. From Section 2 I calculated that on average,
9.3% of Secretaries got promoted to primary vice-provincial-level position each year. Exclude
those secretaries in office within a year that normally unqualified for promotion, here I use

p=0.1. Then we could have

dU, du,
S totl _ Ztot2 ~ By (u. + C) — 0.5C"
dmt0+1 mt0+1:ﬁz dmt0+2 mt0+2:ﬁz
If we further assume C”" > 28p'(u.+C'), which means the jgi—i’: jgi—i’:; ,

Mtg+1="M Mig4+2=1M
that Secretaries would have higher and higher incentive to manipulate the GDP growth until

the final stage. If this assumption hold, we should observe there’s positive correlation between
GDP growth reported and age of Secretary. If we have C" < 28p'(u. + C'), which means the
marginal utility decreasing by age until before the final stage, then we should observe U-
shaped relationship between the reported GDP growth on average by Secretaries’ age and

the age of Secretary. More importantly, we know:

dUt(H—I . dUtO“‘Q

dmiy11

= (8% —1-2p8° + i*6°)C" + B (ue + O)

dmt0+2 Mg p2="m

mt0+1=fn
increasing with p if we control p’, that means we should observe the GDP growth reported
at age to + 1 and age ty + 2 are closer at provinces with higher probability for promotion
compare to provinces with lower probability for promotion. In conclusion, the U shape curve

should be flatter at provinces with higher probability for promotion compare to provinces

with lower probability for promotion.

5.5 Decision making of Higher authority

Next, we can further assume that if the higher-level authorities observe these reported results
and understands the motivations of the prefecture party secretaries, what should they do?
The higher-level authority’s motivation is to select Secretaries with higher ability (a), not
necessarily higher reported GDP growth (g). The higher-level authorities can only observe
the GDP growth reported by Secretaries but also knows the age of each secretary. Therefore,
if the higher-level authority believe Secretary does not make strategic moves but simply
makes decisions based on the decision model mentioned earlier, the higher-level authorities

will adjust their expectations of the Secretary’s true ability based on the age of the Secretary.
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Assume the utility of higher-level authorities is:
V = E(U(alg,age)) + X

Here X captures all other unobservable factors higher-level authorities care about promotion,
such as political connection or personal taste. For simplicity, I assume X is independent with
g and t, and E(X)=0. Assume higher-level authorities will promote Secretary if V' > @, then
we have g*(age) = a* + E(m|age) for Secretary at different age solves E(U(alg,age) = a.
Since we have already know that secretary would have higher incentive to manipulate GDP
growth at age 55 compare to age 54, we know E(m|age = 55) > E(m|age = 54). In order
to select Secretaries with expected ability no less than a*, higher-level authority should set
g*(age = 55) > g*(age = 54), which means we should observe that the higher-level authorities
have different promotion standards for secretaries of different ages.

However, if Secretary finds out that higher-level authority sets different promotion stan-
dard depends on Secretary’s age, then Secretary will have less incentive to over-report GDP
growth at the age they should over-report more originally solved by Equation 9. On the other
side, Secretary will have more incentive to over-report GDP growth at the age they should
over-report less originally. As a result, the difference between promotion standard at different
age should be less significant. Even if Secretary report GDP growth strategically, since the
higher-level authority will update belief, so in the equilibrium situation there will still be
different promotion standards at different age, but the difference will be less. Unfortunately,
I could not distinct whether the different standard of promotion is the equilibrium situation
that both Secretary and higher-level authority behave strategically, or simply because Sec-
retary just solve their decision-making model and not find out higher-level authority know

their trick and set different promotion standard.

5.6 Example of mayor’s choice

Finally, for the mayor, the motivation is more complex. First, if the Secretary get promotion,
there is higher probability for the mayor to succeed as the Secretary if mayor is qualified,
which means by helping Secretary manipulate GDP growth, Mayor could slightly increase
the probability of getting promoted to Secretary. Even though we found there’s no significant
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correlation between Mayor’s promotion and GDP performance in Section 5, it could because
only very limited number of Secretaries get promoted to primary vice-provincial-position at
the same time Mayors of same city are qualified for promotion. Second, the mayor would
consider their own future in the succeeding years, which means over-report GDP growth will
increase future cost after succeeding as secretary. Third, if mayor choose not to cooperate
with secretary, there would be social cost. For simplicity, here I focus on a special case about
what Mayors would do when the secretary of same city at age 55. From previous sub-section,
we know secretary would have high incentive to bump the GDP performance at age 55. More
importantly, compare to secretaries younger than 55, secretary at age 55 would be more likely
to leave the office in next one or two years. As a result, even if secretary at age 55 didn’t
get a promotion next year, it would be very likely for the Mayor to succeed as secretary in
next one of two years. Then we could assume the GDP performance will have no influence
on Mayor’s promotion.

Then the utility function of Mayor when the Secretary she work with at age 55 is:
U(l) =B *Q(t) x Elus — C(mg —1,m)] — s(I)

Here t is the round up term by year as mayor until the end of year and we have Q(t)=1
if ¢ >= 3 which means normally mayor who has serve as mayor at least for 2.5 years will
automatically succeed as secretary if secretary leave the office. And Q(t)=0 if ¢ < 3 since
the higher authorities could be more likely assign another secretary for mayors with less
experience especially those who are not assigned by central or provincial government with

prefecture-level before appointment as mayor. [ is the cooling down effect that mayor want

to reduce from m, decided by secretary, with W < 0. s(l) is the social cost with
secretary because of [, with s'(1) > 0. We know
aUu dC(mgs —1,m) / ron . dU

@=1)=- @=0)

dl dl T dl
which means only mayors qualified for succeed as secretary have incentive to reduce the mg
decided by secretary at age 55.

Redefine

(year — Mayor _startyear) * 12 + 3 — Mayor_startmonth
12
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as the exact length in office as Mayor until next March to report the GDP growth rate.
We could further generalize Q(t) from binary function to continues function with Q’(¢t) > 0,
which means the probability for Mayor to succeed as secretary when incumbent secretary
leave the office increase with the length Mayor in office. We should have MU,(t) increase
with t, therefore {*(t) in crease with t, which means Mayors the longer stay in office, the

more willing to reduce the GDP growth over reported by Secretary at age 55.

6 Empirical Result

6.1 Summary of testable predictions

There are five testable predictions concluded from previous section.

Prediction 1: Secretaries have more incentive to boost GDP growth at age 55, compare
to age 54 and age 56.

Prediction 2: Compare to provinces with higher promotion rate, Secretaries from provinces
with lower promotion rate have more incentive to boost GDP growth at age 55.

Prediction 3: Higher level authority have incentive to set different promotion standards
for Secretaries at different age.

Prediction 4: Mayors have incentive to boost GDP growth at age 54 since it’s the last
chance to promote as Secretary with probability of promotion to primary vice-provincial-level
position.

Prediction 5: Mayors with higher probability to succeed as secretary have more incentive

to reduce the manipulation of GDP growth made by Secretaries.

6.2 Last chance for secretary

Prediction 1:

Secretaries have a greater incentive to boost GDP growth at age 55 since the next year
is their last chance to be promoted to a primary vice-provincial-level position, and there is
less future cost for over-reporting GDP growth at this age. However, fabricating GDP data

comes with costs, which encompass two aspects: 1) the risk of detection by the discipline
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committee, and 2) the potential complications of future manipulation in subsequent years as
a result of previous manipulations. Importantly, the motivations for secretaries and mayors
differ when it comes to data fabrication.

Firstly, Secretaries and Mayors have different potential rewards that they can obtain
through data fabrication. As summarized earlier, Secretaries can significantly increase their
chances of direct promotion to a position of real authority at the vice-provincial-level by
improving GDP performance, creating a strong incentive for such promotion. However, the
same does not hold true for Mayors. It’s extremely rare for "normal” prefecture mayors (those
where the prefecture secretary is not a standing member of the provincial party committee,
not the capital of the province, and not the most/second most important prefecture of the
province) to be promoted to any vice-provincial-level positions.

Furthermore, Secretaries have a motivation to start manipulating GDP data in their first
year of office because by the second year when the data is published, they will have completed
one year in their position and become eligible for promotion. Secretaries need to be cautious
about manipulating GDP growth too significantly in a certain year, as if they artificially
inflate the growth and don’t receive a promotion in the following year, it could make it
harder to manipulate data in the future and reduce their chances of promotion. However, for
secretaries who are 55 years old, this concern might not apply. This explains why secretaries
at the age of 55 might be more inclined to manipulate data.

Building on this, a natural inference is that Secretaries who are approaching the deadline
where promotion is unlikely are more motivated to manipulate data to prolong their political
lives. This is reflected in the regression, where Secretaries at the age of 55 should have more
incentive to manipulate data compared to Secretaries in other age groups. Therefore, I ran

the following regression:

GDPgrowthy = a + bSecAgebb; + cSecExperiencey + dSecy + fCitye + 6. + my + €t
(16)

Here, we are interested in the second term on the right side, which is a 0/1 variable for

55-year-old secretaries. 0 represents secretaries of other ages, while 1 represents secretaries
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at aged 55. The results I found are shown in Table 7. It’s evident that secretaries at aged
55 report higher GDP growth (0.7% of growth rate) than secretaries of other ages when
controlling for other variables. Additionally, we also observed that secretaries over the age of
56 had significantly lower GDP performance, results showed on Figure 14. To test whether
this effect arises from genuine additional effort or data manipulation, we replaced the locally
published GDP data on the left side with other indicator of economic development such as
the growth in satellite nighttime light and electricity consumption. The results indicated
that secretaries at aged 55 do not show a significant relationship with these indicator that
difficult to manipulate. Therefore, I believe this significant change likely stems from the
manipulation of GDP data in pursuit of promotion. Furthermore, I use the government
investment as dependent variable and found secretaries may increase government investment

to boost the GDP growth, result showed on Table 8.

6.3 Heterogeneity of provinces

Prediction 2

Compared to provinces with higher promotion rates, secretaries from provinces with lower
promotion rates have a greater incentive to boost GDP growth at age 55. In China, the
probability of secretaries of prefecture-level cities getting promoted varies significantly among
different provinces, primarily due to three factors.

First, in China, except for Xinjiang and Xizang (Tibet), each province has a maximum
of 13 standing committee members and up to 8 vice governors. Among these 13 standing
committee members, few positions are not open for secretaries of prefecture-level cities to get
promoted. The provincial Party secretary and the governor are full-provincial-level officials,
and the vice Party secretary is often considered the most senior vice-provincial-level official,
which is the final step before promotion to full-provincial-level. In the time frame covered by
the database, there are no examples of secretaries from regular prefecture-level cities being
promoted to the position of vice province Party secretary. Additionally, the province com-
mission for discipline inspection is under vertical management, and the secretary is typically
appointed by the central commission for discipline inspection. Moreover, one member of the

standing committee represents the local military force, holding the rank of major general. As
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a result, only a maximum of 8 positions can theoretically be promoted directly by secretaries
of prefecture-level cities. In practice, some positions, such as executive vice provincial gover-
nors and the director of the provincial organization department, are rarely directly promoted
by secretaries of prefecture-level cities. Among the vice governors, the highest-ranking vice
governor, usually known as the executive vice provincial governor, is conventionally held by a
member of the provincial standing committee. In some places, the second-ranking vice gov-
ernor can also become a member of the provincial Party standing committee. By convention,
one vice governor is not a member of the Communist Party. Therefore, there are typically
only 5 to 6 positions available for direct promotion by secretaries of prefecture-level cities.
In practice, the Party standing committees and vice governors may not be fully staffed for
a long time, and it is quite common to have a vacancy for one standing committee member
or vice governor. In summary, only about 10 positions are typically available for direct pro-
motion by secretaries of prefecture-level cities. Therefore, for larger provinces with a higher
number of regular prefecture-level cities in their jurisdiction, such as Guangdong (which has
19 regular prefecture-level cities, excluding the vice-provincial-level cities of Guangzhou and
Shenzhen), the difficulty of promotion is higher compared to provinces with fewer regular
prefecture-level cities, such as Zhejiang (which has 9 regular prefecture-level cities, excluding
the vice-provincial-level cities of Hangzhou and Ningbo).

Second, there is a significant difference in economic development between different provinces
in China. Guangdong Province, with the highest total GDP in 2022, had a total GDP ex-
ceeding 1.9 trillion in US dollars, while Qinghai Province, with the lowest total GDP, had
less than 54 billion (excluding Xizang(Tibet), which has the lowest total GDP in China).
Excluding border areas, traditional ethnic minority regions and Hainan Province, Gansu
Province has the lowest total GDP, with a total GDP of only 167 billion. After the im-
plementation of reform and opening up, the eastern regions were the first to achieve rapid
development, and as a result, the central government transferred officials from economically
developed southeastern coastal areas to regions with lower economic development, such as
the northeast, northwest, and southwest. Therefore, many officials from central government
and vice-provincial-level officials from more developed provinces are assigned to less devel-

oped provinces, rather than promoting local officials within these less developed provinces.
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For example, as mentioned earlier, in Gansu Province (which has 13 regular prefecture-level
administrative units, excluding the provincial capital, Lanzhou, where it’s conventionally
held by a provincial standing committee member as the party secretary), the probability of
secretaries of prefecture-level cities being promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions
is lower compared to more developed provinces such as Shandong province (which has 14 reg-
ular prefecture-level administrative units, excluding the vice-provincial-level cities of Jinan
and Qingdao).

Third, there are political reasons that will not be further discussed here.

I calculated the total number of secretaries from 2010 to 2015 and how many secretaries
got promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions, including provincial standing com-
mittee members and vice governors, in each province. I simply set the average probability of
promotion to primary vice-provincial-level positions for secretaries of normal prefecture-level

cities.

i total number of secretaries getting promoted to primary vice provincial position
Pr =

total number of secretaries

There are 24 provinces in my database and I found p is varies from 0.03 to 0.17, exclude
Qinghai province with only one normal prefecture-level city after excluding prefecture-level
minority autonomous district and provincial capital.

Compare to prefecture secretary from provinces with higher promotion rate, who decide
to report a given GDP growth rate to achieve a certain probability of promotion, prefecture
secretary from provinces with lower promotion rate need to report higher GDP growth rate
to achieve same promotion probability.

Compare to prefecture secretary from provinces with higher promotion rate, prefecture
secretary from provinces with lower promotion rate, reporting one additional percentage of
GDP growth will surpass less colleagues, since the density decrease with growth rate reported
after full-fill the provincial requirement.

As a result, we know the marginal utility of manipulation at age 55 compare to ma-
nipulation at age 54 would be higher for secretaries from provinces with lower promotion

probability than from provinces with higher promotion probability. Secretaries from high
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promotion rate provinces will have less incentive to manipulate GDP at age 55 and secre-
taries from low promotion rate provinces will have more incentive to manipulate GDP at age
55.

I also run the regression of Equation 16 separately with data of top25 % provinces and
bottom 25% provinces on p, the result showed on Table 9. I found Secretary from provinces
with low probability of promotion reported significant higher GDP at age 55. Secretaries
reported about an extra 1% of GDP growth compare to the average GDP growth reported
by Secretaries at other age, which is 10.7%.

Since we found there’s no positive correlation between GDP growth reported and age of
Secretary, we could assume C’ < 25p' (U, 4+ C'), that means we should observe the U-shape
relationship between GDP growth reported and age of Secretary, and the curve should be
flatter at provinces with higher probability of promotion.

To test this prediction, I compared average of GDP growth reported by secretary i at
year t minus average GDP growth of province k at year t, reported by prefecture secretaries

with different age, which is:

GDPgrowth by age = GDPgrowthy — GD Pgrowth,

from 6 provinces with highest p (top 25%) and 6 provinces with lowest p (bottom 25%),

showed on Figure 15.

6.4 Different standards for secretary

Prediction 3

Higher-level authorities have an incentive to establish different promotion standards for
secretaries of different ages. This is because if higher-level authorities understand the motives
behind local party secretaries falsifying GDP growth, they should adjust their belief in the
ability of these secretaries based on their behavior. The goal of higher-level authorities is to
select capable individuals who can drive genuine economic growth, rather than those who
simply report higher GDP growth rates.

For secretaries aged 54 and 55, their differences in other dimensions are minimal. There-

fore, if higher-level authorities do not have information about which year secretaries are
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likely to manipulate GDP growth data, the promotion criteria for 54-year-old and 55-year-
old secretaries should be similar. In other words, the average GDP growth rate for promoted
b4-year-old secretaries should be similar to that of promoted 55-year-old secretaries.

However, if higher-level authorities can predict that secretaries are more likely to ma-
nipulate GDP growth data in their last year when they can directly promote to primary
vice-provincial-level positions, then they should establish different promotion criteria. As-
suming that 55-year-old secretaries might have inflated their reported GDP growth rates
compared to 54-year-old secretaries, higher-level authorities can raise the promotion criteria
for the former to eliminate this inflation. This ensures that promoted 55-year-old secretaries
have capabilities similar to those promoted at the age of 54. In fact, higher authorities could
set different promotion standards for different ages, resulting in varying average GDP per-
formance reported by secretaries who are promoted to primary vice-provincial positions the
following year, as depicted in Figure 16.

Furthermore, based on our model, even when comparing only those secretaries who were
promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions, we should still observe that 55-year-old
secretaries reported higher GDP growth rates, as shown in Table 10. I found that party
secretaries at age 55 have to report, on average, a 1.45% higher GDP growth rate (12.5% of
the average GDP growth rate in my data) than party secretaries at other ages to secure their
promotions.

I also tested whether different promotion standards based on age lead to variations in
the promotion rates for each age group. However, there was no significant difference among
the ratios of secretaries getting promoted to primary vice-provincial positions at each age, as

shown in Figure 17.

6.5 Ambition of mayors

Prediction 4

As mentioned earlier, Mayors’ promotions are weakly connected to GDP performance.
However, if Mayors aspire to further their careers, the most likely route is to become a
Secretary, with the easiest path being promotion to the same prefecture city’s Secretary after

the incumbent Secretary is promoted.
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More than 80% of mayors who eventually get promoted to vice-provincial-level or higher
positions have prior experience working as Secretaries, and over 70% of Mayors are promoted
to the position of Secretary within the same city after the previous Secretary is elevated to
the vice-provincial level. After Mayors are promoted to Secretary, they need to work in that
position for at least one year to have a chance for further promotion (only one mayor became
a vice-provincial-level official within a year after being promoted to Secretary in my dataset).

Therefore, we can infer that if a Mayor is involved in the Secretary’s GDP growth manip-
ulation plan and the Secretary gets promoted as planned, the Mayor has a high likelihood
of succeeding the Secretary. In the following one or two years, it would be difficult for the
Mayor to manipulate data, thereby reducing their future chances of promotion.

Since the last opportunity for Secretaries to receive a promotion based on GDP perfor-
mance is at the age of 56, even though Mayors can be promoted to Secretary before the age of
57 based on our statistical summary, the last opportunity for Mayors to succeed as Secretary
with a probability of receiving further promotion to a primary vice-provincial-level position
based on GDP performance is at the age of 54. During the final opportunity for Mayors to
be promoted to vice-provincial-level positions, particularly at ages 53-54, a certain level of
effect similar to that of 55-year-old secretaries is observed.

I conducted the following regression:

GDPgrowth, = a+ bMayor Ageb4;; + cMayor Experience; an
17
+ dMayory + fCitye + 0c + 0y + €t

I found the dummy of MayorAge54 is positive and significant, which means Mayors reported
significant higher GDP at age 54, results showed on Table 11. However, such effect does not
exist if we use data more difficult to manipulate such as night light or electricity instead of
GDP growth reported. Furthermore, I didn’t find any effect at age 56 for mayors even if age
57 is the last chance for mayors to get promoted to Secretary. This shows the true incentive
for Mayors to manipulate GDP growth is to use Secretary as a step-stone to get further
promotion to vice-provincial-level officials, especially to primary vice-provincial-level position
and if can’t get further promotion, getting promoted to Secretary itself is less attractive. This

ambition also makes Mayors have incentive to reduce the manipulation made by Secretaries,
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if Mayors believe they have higher enough probability to succeed as Secretary next year,

which would be discussed in next subsection.

6.6 Help or not

Prediction 5

As mentioned earlier, the average term for a mayor is around 3.3 years. Consequently,
the probability of succeeding a Secretary varies during different periods of a Mayor’s tenure.
For instance, if a Mayor just takes the office and the Secretary immediately steps down, it’s
more likely that a new Secretary will be appointed rather than promoting the Mayor directly.
Therefore, for a Mayor in office for just one year, there might be motivation to cooperate
with the Secretary in data manipulation, since it’s less likely for a Mayor to succeed them.
However, if a Mayor has been in office for three years or longer, the succession to Secretary
might be more expected. Additionally, if a 56-year-old Secretary is not promoted, there’s still
a high probability of them leaving their position. In such a scenario, cooperating with the
Secretary in data manipulation holds little benefit for the Mayor. Furthermore, since Mayors
and Secretaries both hold the position of prefecture-level officials and don’t have significant
rank differences or strict hierarchical relationships, Mayors have the ability to refuse requests
from Secretaries to manipulate data.

As a result, if the hypothesis presented earlier regarding Mayors being able to counterbal-
ance Secretaries is indeed valid, we should observe that the effect of Secretaries manipulating
data at the age of 55 primarily comes from Mayors stay in office for only one or two years,

since they are less likely to succeed as Secretary. Consequently, I ran the following regression:

GDPgrowthy = a + bSecAgebb;; + cMayor_over3years;
+ dSecAgebby, x Mayor_over2years, + fSecExperience, + gSecy (18)

+ hMayor Experience;; + mMayor;; + nCitye + 0c + 0 + €iet

In this case, we are interested in the interaction term. The first part of the interaction
term is the binary variable representing whether the Secretary is 55 years old or not as

discussed earlier. The second part represents a dummy variable indicating whether the Mayor
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is experienced, where 1 denotes that the Mayor has begun their second or more full year term
in office (i.e., experienced Mayor with more likely to succeed as Secretary if Secretary get
promotion after report GDP growth at the beginning of next year), and 0 represents the
opposite scenario. The other two variables on the right side are control variables related to
Mayors. The results I found are shown in Table 12. T also ran regressions without controlling
for the situation of Secretaries, and the results remained stable. It can be observed that
the effect of Secretaries manipulating data at the age of 55 indeed comes mainly from their
collaboration with less experienced Mayors, indicating the presence of a check and balance
mechanism between Mayors and Secretaries.

For a Mayor, the probability of succeeding as a Secretary when the incumbent Secretary
leaves is correlated with the number of years served as Mayor. If the prediction is correct,
we should observe that for Mayors in office for more than two years but less than five years
(one term), the longer they serve as Mayor, the more likely they are to succeed after the
incumbent Secretary leaves. Typically, Mayors do not assume the position of Secretary within
two years of taking office as Mayor. For the very few officials who are promoted to Secretary
within this short period, they are mostly individuals sent down by higher-level institutions
with the intention of training and promoting them. Their behavior and circumstances differ
significantly from those of regular Mayors. Additionally, the probability of a Mayor who has
served for more than one full term, i.e., five years, becoming the Secretary is not correlated
with their time in office. The reason is quite simple: if a Mayor has been in office for five
years and has not been promoted, it is more likely due to deliberate arrangements made by
the higher-level government.

This also implies that the longer Mayors stay in office (over two years but within five
years) the more they inclined to reduce the manipulations carried out by the Secretary at

age 55. To test this, I run the following regression:

GDPgrowthy = a + bSecAgedbb;; + cSecAgebb; x Mayorlength;.
+ dSecExperiencey + fSecy + gMayor Experiencey, + mMayor;, (19)

+ nCitye + 0c + M + €t
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I observed that the reported GDP growth by the Secretary at the age of 55 decreases with

the length of time the Mayor is in office increases. Results showed on Table 13.

7 Conclusion

In this paper, I initially confirmed the existence of a tournament model, where in higher-level
authorities promote officials based on their GDP performance. Specifically, at the prefecture-
level, prefectural Party secretaries with better economic performance are more likely to be
promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions. However, promotions to positions such as
vice president of the provincial People’s Congress or Political Consultative Conference, which
hold less power and are more about length as Secretary and prefecture level official, show
no significant correlation with in-office GDP performance. Similarly, Mayors’ promotions are
also not significantly related to GDP performance.

Summarizing the promotions of over 500 secretaries, we found that the final age for
prefecture-level Party secretaries to be promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions
is 56. Since Chinese local governments usually announce the previous year’s GDP data in
March of the following year, prefectural Party secretaries have an incentive to manipulate
data at the age of 55 in order to secure their promotion by the time they turn 56, without
incurring future potential costs of manipulation. Our findings were supported by nighttime
light data and electricity consumption.

Higher-level authorities would observe secretaries’ incentive for manipulation at age 55
and establish higher promotion standards based on this to ensure that when promoting
prefectural Party secretaries at the age of 55, their reported GDP growth rates are more
accurate and reliable, rather than being influenced by manipulated data. This helps ensure
the selection of more capable and performance-driven officials, rather than just those skilled
at exaggerating GDP growth rates.

The primary motivation for Mayors seeking promotion to the position of Party secretary is
to pursue chances of further promotion to become primary vice-provincial-level officials, as the
role of prefectural Secretary is viewed as only a stepping stone. Since Mayors, especially those

who are experienced, are likely to succeed Secretaries either due to promotion or retirement
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of the current Secretaries, incumbent Mayors who hold office for over 2 full years at the end
of year choose not to engage in data manipulation, as it could affect their future economic
performance if they succeed the Secretary position, thereby reducing their probability for
further promotion. Additionally, the balanced status of Secretaries and Mayors empowers
Mayors to resist Secretaries’ requests to manipulate data. Therefore, the effect of Secretaries’
data manipulation at the age of 55 is primarily attributed to the collaboration of relatively
junior mayors, highlighting how the presence of Mayors can act as a check on Secretaries,
such that reduced short-sighted economic policies solely aimed at promotion and ensured

long-term development.
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8 Appendix
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Figure 3: Level of Government (Page 5)

Figure 4: Level of City (Page 7)

48



40 60 80
1 /|

frequency

20
1

41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59
age of Secretary first serve as Secretary

Figure 5: (Page 14)

30
1

1

frequencyé0

10

1

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
full year as Secretary before promoted to powerful vice provincial postion

Figure 6: (Page 14)

49



150
1

100
1

frequency

42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60
age of Secretary

Figure 7: (Page 15)

60 80
L 1

frequency
40

20
1

38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58
age of Mayor first serve as Mayor

Figure 8: (Page 15)

20



frequency

frequency

200
1

150
1

100
1

50
1

39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60
age of Mayor

Figure 9: (Page 15)

50
1

40
1

30
1

20
1

10
1

43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59
age of Mayor promoted to Secretary

Figure 10: (Page 15)

o1



30

20
1

frequency

44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 59
age of Secretary got promoted to powerful vice provincial position

Figure 11: (Page 16)

15 20
1 1

frequency
10
1

42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55
age of Secretary with Mayor experience first serve as secretary
(Secretary who get promoted to powerful vice provincial position)

Figure 12: (Page 16)

52



o -

T T T
-30 -20 -10 0 1 I('J

11 12 13
| 1 1

average GDP growth by age
10

20
report GDP growth - province requiremement
density of reported GDP growth minus provincial requirement
density of reported GDP growth minus national requirement
Figure 13: (Page 25)
48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58

age of Secretary
95% confidence intervals

Figure 14: (Page 34)

23



-5 0 5 1 1.5
1 1 1 1 1

GDP growth - province-year average

1
1

5 1 1.5
1 1

GDP growth minus province-year average
0
1

=15

°
[

T T T T T
48 50 52 54 56
Average GDP by secretary's age
® Province with high probability to get promotion Fitted values
® Province with low probability to get promotion Fitted values

Figure 15: (Page 37)
45 50 55 60

Secretary Age

—@—— all Secretaries
—8—— Secretaries promoted to powerful vice provincial position

Figure 16: (Page 38)

o4



2

.15

A

probability of promotion

T T T T
45 50 55 60
age of Secretary

Figure 17: (Page 39)

25



Table 1: Secretary promoted to vice provincial position

(1) (2) (3)
GDP Growth 0.0196** 0.0214** 0.0236***
(0.0083) (0.0084)  (0.0091)
Years as Secretary 0.0142  0.0333**  0.0315**
(0.0118)  (0.0140)  (0.0141)
Experience of Youth-league -0.0247  -0.0520 -0.0492
(0.0319)  (0.0336)  (0.0335)
Full time Education -0.0708 -0.0638
(0.0489)  (0.0486)
Final Education 0.0305 0.0303
(0.0482)  (0.0474)
Gender 0.0474 0.0179
(0.1188)  (0.1162)
Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1395 1384 1365

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’

gender, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including

the total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. The positive

correlation shows the higher GDP growth reported, the better po-

sition Secretary got promoted to. For all three columns, I control

year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard errors are

clustered at prefecture level. Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 2: Secretary promoted to People’s Congress or CPPCC

(1) (2) (3)

GDP Growth 0.0006 -0.0001 0.0010
(0.0024)  (0.0026)  (0.0029)
Years as Secretary 0.0211*%** 0.0188*** (.0185%**

(0.0040) (0.0051) (0.0050)
Experience of Youth-league  0.0091 0.0044 0.0059
(0.0125) (0.0134) (0.0134)

Full time Education 0.0034 0.0066
(0.0197) (0.0193)
Final Education 0.0123 0.0123
(0.0155) (0.0154)
Gender 0.0603 0.0598

(0.0696)  (0.0696)

Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 977 966 956

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’
gender, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the
total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. For all three columns,
I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. The variable Years
as Secretary counts the round up years until the promotion. The coeffi-
cient means for each extra year as Secretary, the probability of getting
promotion to secondary vice provincial level position increased about
2%. The data excludes secretaries got promoted to front line vice provin-
cial level positions. All standard errors are clustered at prefecture level.

Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 3: Secretary promoted to primary vice provincial position

(1) (2)

(3)

GDP Growth 0.0077*%  0.0078**
(0.0034)  (0.0034)
Years as Secretary -0.0005 0.0014

(0.0048)  (0.0065)
Experience of Youth-league -0.0170  -0.0308**
(0.0136)  (0.0140)

Full time Education -0.0316
(0.0202)
Final Education 0.0152
(0.0191)
Gender 0.0046
(0.0535)
Secretary Characters No Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No
Obs 1395 1384

0.0090**
(0.0038)
0.0007
(0.0066)
-0.0300**
(0.0140)
-0.0300
(0.0205)
0.0151
(0.0189)
-0.0100
(0.0529)
Yes
Yes
1365

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’

gender, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the

total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. The dependent vari-

able defines as follow, 1 for get promotion to front line provincial po-

sition including vice governor or more primary position, and 0 for no

promotion or promoted to secondary vice provincial level position. The

coefficient shows with extra 1% of GDP growth reported, the Secretary

would get 0.8% to 0.9% higher probability of getting promoted. The

average probability of being promoted to front line vice provincial level

position is only 9% each year. For all three columns, I control year fixed

effect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at

prefecture level. Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 4: Secretary promoted to primary vice provincial position

1) ) 3) (4)
GDP Growth of Two Years 0.0013
Before Year of Turnover (0.0040)
Latest Reported GDP 0.0090%***
Growth Before Turnover (0.0038)
GDP Growth of 0.0012
Year of Turnover (0.0026)
Average GDP Growth 0.0091
During Tenure (0.0058)
Full time Education -0.0249  -0.0242  -0.0028  -0.0705*
(0.0248)  (0.0203)  (0.0151)  (0.0402)
Final Education -0.0051 0.0117 0.0165  0.1137%**
(0.0211)  (0.0188)  (0.0145)  (0.0361)
Experience of Youth-league -0.0240  -0.0272*  -0.0058 -0.0333
(0.0158)  (0.0145) (0.0116)  (0.0266)
Gender(Female) -0.0340  -0.0333 0.0099 0.1192
(0.0533)  (0.0490) (0.0470)  (0.1348)
Secretary Characters Yes Yes Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic Yes Yes Yes No
Obs 1136 1365 1365 578

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’ gender, education

and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total GDP, GDP per capital, pop-

ulation and etc. Column(l) captures the correlation between GDP growth of year t-2

and promotion happened on year t. Column(2) captures the correlation between GDP

growth of year t-1 and promotion happened from March of year t to February of year

t+1. Column(3) captures the correlation between GDP growth of year t and promotion

happened on year t. Column(4) captures the correlation between average GDP growth

of Secretary and promotion status of Secretary, based on 578 Secretary-prefecture pairs.

For all four columns, I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard

errors are clustered at prefecture level. Significant at ¥*10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 5: Promotion of Mayors

(1) (2) (3)

GDP Growth -0.0080  -0.0074 -0.0091
(0.0080)  (0.0082)  (0.0091)
Experience of Youth-league -0.0196  -0.0216 -0.0339
(0.0232)  (0.0260)  (0.0262)

Full time Education -0.0203 -0.0228
(0.0439) (0.0445)
Final Education -0.0029 -0.0133
(0.0380) (0.0385)
Gender(Female) -0.0627 -0.0409
(0.0988) (0.0998)
Length in office 0.0697***  0.0708%**
(0.0162) (0.0168)
Mayor Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1389 1378 1360

Note: Mayor Characters including but not limited to Mayors’ gender,
education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total
GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. The dependent variable
Promotion of Mayors define as follow, 0 for not get promotion, 1 for
promotion to department director of provincial government or first
vice director of department of provincial committee, 2 for promotion
to Secretary, 3 for any vice provincial level position. There’s no signif-
icant correlation between GDP growth and higher probability to get
promoted to better positions. However, the coefficient shows positive
correlation between years served as mayor and promotion. For all
three columns, I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect.
All standard errors are clustered at prefecture level. Significant at

60



Table 6: Mayors get promotion to Secretary or higher position
(1) (2) (3)
GDP Growth 0.0015 0.0018 -0.0001
(0.0081)  (0.0084) (0.0092)
Experience of Youth-league -0.0134 -0.0157 -0.0277
(0.0257)  (0.0285) (0.0289)

Full time Education -0.0073 -0.0097
(0.0433) (0.0441)
Final Education -0.0137 -0.0235
(0.0402) (0.0409)
Gender(Female) -0.0597 -0.0390
(0.1101) (0.1118)
Length in office 0.0668***  0.0681***
(0.0160) (0.0166)
Mayor Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1389 1378 1360

Note: Mayor Characters including but not limited to Mayors’ gender,
education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total
GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. The dependent variable
Promotion of Mayors define as follow, 0 for not get promotion or pro-
motion to department director of provincial government or first vice
director of department of provincial committee, 1 for promotion to
Secretary or any vice-provincial-level position. There’s no significant
correlation between GDP growth and higher probability to get func-
tional promotion. However, the coefficient shows positive correlation
between years serve as Mayor and functional promotion. Only 6 May-
ors got promoted to vice-provincial-level position directly among 609
Mayor-prefecture pairs. For all three columns, I control year fixed ef-
fect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at
prefecture level. Significant at ¥*10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 7: GDP growth reported by prefectural government
1) 2) 3)
Secretary at Age 55 0.5574*F  (0.5579%F  (.7225%+*
(0.2756)  (0.2741) (0.2476)
Academia Experience -0.2428% -0.3610**  -0.2599**
(0.1423)  (0.1484) (0.1257)

Study abroad 0.5394**  0.4031 0.5576**
(0.2497)  (0.2753) (0.2785)
Gender(Female) -0.9547* -0.4297
(0.4989) (0.4587)
Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1395 1384 1365

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secre-
taries’ gender, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic
including the total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc.
The coefficient shows that Secretaries at 55 reported extra 0.6%-
0.7% GDP growth rate on average, compare to Secretaries at other
age. For all three columns, I control year fixed effect and prefec-
ture fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at prefecture

level. Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 8: Other measurement of development

1) 2) 3)
(light growth) (electricity growth) (investment growth)
Secretary at Age 55 0.0055 -0.0045 0.0357*
(0.0041) (0.0188) (0.0195)
Academia Experience 0.0028 0.0228 -0.0090
(0.0032) (0.0146) (0.0187)
Study Abroad -0.0094* -0.0235 0.0213
(0.0054) (0.0199) (0.0358)
Gender(Female) -0.0011 -0.0154 0.1280%**
(0.0081) (0.0517) (0.0562)
Secretary Characters Yes Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic Yes Yes Yes
Obs 816 1310 659

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’ gender, education and

ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total GDP, GDP per capital, population

and etc. Column(1) use city light growth from 2010-2013. Column(2) use electricity growth

from 2010-2015. Column(3) use investment growth from 2010-2012. For all three columns,

I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at

prefecture level. Significant at ¥*10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 9: GDP growth of prefectures in different provinces

1) 2) 3) (1)
(high probability) (high probability) (low probability) (low probability)
Secretary at Age 55 -0.0733 -0.1751 0.9608** 0.9124***
(0.5154) (0.5505) (0.4078) (0.3081)
Academia Experience 0.5750* 0.3906 -0.7625** -0.2006
(0.2910) (0.2757) (0.3221) (0.3051)
Study Abroad 0.4119 0.3510 1.3611 1.0169
(0.6572) (0.5395) (1.1086) (0.9164)
Gender(Female) -2.8723** -3.9104%#* 0.0521 1.2442
(1.1169) (1.1557) (1.5063) (1.2275)
Age 0.1026 0.0435 -0.1209 -0.0962
(0.0930) (0.0788) (0.0996) (0.0871)
Secretary Characters Yes Yes Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No Yes No Yes
Obs 198 191 379 370

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’ gender, education and ethnic group.
Prefecture Statistic including the total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc. Columns (1) and (2)
including data from provinces with top 6 highest promotion rate, which is top 25% provinces. Columns (3) and
(4) including data from provinces with bottom 6 highest promotion rate which is the bottom 25% provinces.
The result is robust if including two more provinces as high probability provinces to make the Observations
balance in each group. With the new defined high probability group (330 observations, closest to 370), there’s
still no significant positive correlation between Secretary at age 55 and GDP growth rate. The magnitude
is 0.18 and variance is 0.35. For all four columns, I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. All

standard errors are clustered at prefecture level. Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 10: GDP reported before Secretaries got promoted

(1) (2) (3)

Secretary at Age 55 0.9459%**  1.4066***  1.4563**
(0.2800)  (0.3848)  (0.5351)

Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 142 142 141

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secre-
taries’ gender, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic
including the total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc.
Data included the latest available GDP growth rate before Sec-
retaries got promoted to primary vice-provincial-level positions.
For all three columns, I control year fixed effect and prefecture
fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at prefecture level.

Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.

Table 11: GDP growth reported by prefectural government

(1) (2) (3)

Mayor at Age 54 0.5151**  0.6416*** 0.4564***

(0.2043)  (0.2010) (0.1670)
Mayor Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1389 1378 1360

Note: Mayor Characters including but not limited to Mayors’ gen-

der, education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the

total GDP, GDP per capital, population and etc.

For all three

columns, I control year fixed effect and prefecture fixed effect. All

standard errors are clustered at prefecture level.

Significant at

*10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 12: GDP growth reported by prefectural government

(1)

(2)

(3)

Mayor in office for over 2 years -0.1294  -0.1519  0.0965
(0.1671) (0.1863) (0.1690)
Sec at Age 55 0.2653 0.3710 0.7471
(0.5382) (0.5323) (0.4876)
Sec at Age 55*Mayor in office for over 2 years 0.6407** 0.5872* 0.7518**
(0.2901)  (0.3231) (0.3122)
Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Mayor Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 1380 1361 1343

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secretaries’ gender, education

and ethnic group. Mayor Characters including but not limited to Mayors’ gender,

education and ethnic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total GDP, GDP per

capital, population and etc. The interaction captures the difference between pair of

Secretary at age 55 and Mayor in office over 2 years and pair of Secretary not at age 55

and Mayor in office less or equal to 2 years. For all three columns, I control year fixed

effect and prefecture fixed effect. All standard errors are clustered at prefecture level.

Significant at *10%, **5%, ***1%.
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Table 13: GDP growth reported by prefectural government
(1) (2) (3)
Sec at Age 55 2.6787*  2.4336 2.6420*
(1.5049)  (1.5588) (1.5764)
Mayor Length in Office  -0.0917  -0.0818 -0.0846

Sec at Age 55=0 (0.1566)  (0.1787)  (0.1699)
Mayor Length in Office -0.8468** -0.7383*  -0.7295*
Sec at Age 55=1 (0.3645)  (0.3984)  (0.3991)
Secretary Characters No Yes Yes
Mayor Characters No Yes Yes
Prefecture Statistic No No Yes
Obs 677 668 664

Note: Secretary Characters including but not limited to Secre-
taries’ gender, education and ethnic group. Mayor Characters
including but not limited to Mayors’ gender, education and eth-
nic group. Prefecture Statistic including the total GDP, GDP per
capital, population and etc. The third row shows there’s negative
correlation between Mayor’s length in office and GDP growth rate
reported by Secretary at age 55, with each one extra year as Mayor,
the GDP rate reported would be 0.7%-0.8% less. All standard er-
rors are clustered at prefecture level. Significant at *10%, **5%,
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