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Abstract
The anti-corruption campaign launched by General Secretary Xi Jinping has been one of the most far-
reaching bureaucratic overhauls in modern Chinese history. How has Xi’s crackdown on corruption
shaped bureaucratic selection at the sub-provincial level? In this paper, we find that the purge has influ-
enced how local ties are weighed in the appointment of prefecture city leaders. While it is common for
provincial Party chiefs to appoint locally embedded officials to govern localities without high-profile cor-
ruption cases, they tend to appoint outside officials without local experience and connections to manage
cities whose ex-leaders have recently been prosecuted for corruption. We argue that the provincial leaders’
objective of installing non-local officials is to exert hierarchical control and oversight in localities affected
by corruption. Using an original dataset of all Party secretaries from China’s 287 prefecture-level cities
between 2013 and 2020, we find a significant divergence in the local embeddedness of officials who
are appointed to replace corrupt ex-leaders and the embeddedness of those who fill the vacancies of trans-
ferred or retired predecessors. Our study sheds light on how Xi’s anti-corruption campaign has reshaped
the central–local relations and the logic of political control in China.

摘摘要要

习近平总书记推动的反腐败运动，对当代中国的官僚体系产生了深远影响。那么，这场反腐运动

如何影响省以下领导干部的选拔机制？本文发现，这场整肃运动影响了官员本地经历在地级市领

导选拔中的作用。在没有发生重大腐败案件的地级市中，那些拥有紧密本地联系的官员常常获得

晋升为本地领导职务的机会；但在前任领导因腐败遭到查处的地级市中，继任的领导往往是那些

没有本地工作经历与联系的干部。我们认为省级领导任命非本地干部的主要目的是加强对受到腐

败影响的地级市的控制与监督。通过对包含从 2013 到 2020 年间中国 287 个地级市的市委书记原

创数据库的分析，我们发现落马腐败官员的继任者与就任城市的联系紧密度，与正常调离或退休

官员的继任者存在极大差异。本文研究对理解习近平时代反腐运动如何重塑中国中央-地方关系

和政治控制的逻辑都有启发作用。
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The anti-corruption campaign (ACC), launched by President Xi Jinping after the 18th Congress of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2012, is undoubtedly one of the greatest bureaucratic over-
hauls in modern Chinese history. With over 4 million officials prosecuted since 2012, the ACC is
unprecedented in both its scale and intensity.1 Several high-ranking politicians in the politburo, the
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Party’s highest decision-making body whose members traditionally enjoyed immunity from
prosecution, have been expelled and indicted for corruption; it has also led to the removal of
millions of street- and village-level bureaucrats for more petty wrongdoings. As many scholars
have argued, in the past eight years the ACC has profoundly reshaped the political, economic
and social landscape in China.

In this paper, we explore the effects of Xi’s campaign on the pattern of prefecture-level personnel
selection in China. As David Bulman and Kyle Jaros point out, the Chinese regime is constantly
faced with a “loyalist–localist” dilemma in subnational leadership appointments.2 On the one
hand, officials with close ties to the centre tend to implement the regime’s policy agenda more
loyally but often lack the local knowledge and experience to govern effectively. On the other
hand, locally embedded bureaucrats are able to accomplish policy goals more easily because of
their familiarity with regional conditions, but their strong personal ties to their assigned locality
can erode their loyalty to the centre and make them susceptible to “capture” by local elites. The
upper-level authority needs to strike a balance between strengthening control over a locality and
promoting effective, locally adaptable governance.

Our paper shows that under the ACC, provincial leaders tend to appoint locally disconnected,
unfamiliar officials to govern prefecture-level cities whose ex-leaders have recently been prosecuted
for corruption. From the provincial authority’s perspective, corruption is a “team sport” which
requires the complicity of colleagues and subordinates. Thus, even if local bureaucrats who served
under the corrupt official did not explicitly collaborate with their superiors, they often bear the
responsibility of turning a blind eye to their leader’s misdeeds. Moreover, following the expulsion
of a corrupt bureaucrat, the priority of the upper-level government is often to strengthen hierarch-
ical control over the locality, eliminate the official’s lingering personal influence and social net-
works, and reduce the negative socioeconomic impact of chaos and uncertainty that accompanies
the downfall of a corrupt local leader. In this context, an outsider appointee without local vested
interests is more suited to reasserting top-down authority and stabilizing local governance.
Indeed, strong local connections could disqualify a potential candidate from filling that vacancy,
because it raises suspicions about whether an official can remain independent from local influence
and impartially implement the directions from above. Simply put, provincial Party chiefs can stra-
tegically leverage an appointee’s lack of local embeddedness to tackle governance challenges in cities
“tainted” by recent corruption scandals.

We tested our theory using an original dataset of all Party secretaries in China’s 287 prefecture-
level cities who served between 2013 and 2020. We collected information about those leaders’ back-
grounds, previous work experience, local connections and reasons for their departure (whether they
retired, were transferred to another post or were removed because of corruption). During the seven-
year period, there were 551 cases of Party secretary turnovers across all prefecture-level cities. We
then categorized those leadership turnovers into three types, based on whether those vacancies
were caused by the abrupt expulsion or regular departure of previous leaders. If our theory is cor-
rect, we should observe that successors to local leaders who were expelled owing to corrupt activities
are likely to be more locally detached and have less experience in their assigned locality compared to
those who fill the vacancies left by retired or transferred officials.

To test this hypothesis, we performed a series of regression analyses to explore whether newly
appointed officials’ ties to the assigned locality are correlated with their immediate predecessor’s
reason for departure. We found that if a former local leader was prosecuted for corruption, his
or her successor would be much less likely to have prior connections to the locality. This finding
remained robust when we used various ways to measure successors’ strength of local connection,
including whether their immediate previous position was in the assigned city, whether they had
any previous work experience in the locality, and the total duration of their related work experience

2 Bulman and Jaros 2020.
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in the city. These results offer strong evidence that locally connected officials are clearly at a disad-
vantage in the selection of successors to corrupt officials.

We further dissected the motivation behind the provincial Party chiefs’ anti-local bias in the
leadership appointment of corruption-affected cities. We tested three possible explanations for
this phenomenon: (1) provincial chiefs’ incentive to visibly signal their loyalty and commitment
to the centre’s anti-corruption agenda; (2) their need for a responsive and impartial substitute to
reassert control and handle the after-effects of the purge; and (3) the lack of available candidates
from the local bureaucracy following the crackdown. Based on a series of regression analyses, we
argue that the provincial authority’s need to strengthen hierarchical control and stability may be
the most plausible reason that drives the assignment of non-local cadres to corruption-affected cit-
ies. In other words, the provincial leaders’ tendency to avoid appointing locally connected leaders
following corruption scandals is not merely a symbolic gesture to signal loyalty or a result of a short-
age of suitable local personnel; rather it is a strategic measure to improve the compliance and
responsiveness of the local bureaucracy.

Our study makes two contributions to the existing literature on China’s bureaucratic politics.
First, it provides nuanced insights into how the Chinese regime weighs an official’s local ties during
political selection. In normal times, when the upper-level authorities’ priorities are economic
growth and development, a moderate amount of local experience is often considered as a strength
because it implies familiarity with local conditions and shows a candidate’s suitability to serve lead-
ership roles in the locality. However, during top-down bureaucratic purges such as the ACC, the
centre’s key priority is to strengthen vertical control over targeted localities and to enforce local gov-
ernment’s compliance with the central political agenda. In this context, an official’s local ties are
viewed not as an advantage but as a burden that obstructs the effective implementation of the cen-
tre’s directions. Hence, officials who lack local connections are more likely to be selected to govern
those localities where centralized control is prioritized during the campaign.

Second, our study reveals the ad hoc, task-responsive nature of bureaucratic appointments in
China. Previous research often views political selection in China as a static process that can be con-
sistently explained by a number of fixed factors, such as education, economic performance, factional
affiliation and political connections. Our study, in contrast, shows that bureaucratic selection can be
an ad hoc response to specific priorities and challenges at a given moment in time. Under the ACC,
provincial Party chiefs adapt their political selection criteria based on a locality’s observed history of
leadership corruption. If a city’s ex-leader is prosecuted for corruption, the provincial Party chief
will intentionally install a locally disconnected successor to strengthen authority and control.
However, once it becomes less imperative for provincial leaders to address the centre’s
anti-corruption agenda, they no longer discount local connections in the subsequent appointment
of sub-provincial cadres. We hope to show that during a top-down purge like the ACC, personnel
management, rather than following a one-size-fits-all procedure, is situational and responsive to
particular circumstances.

Bureaucratic Management and Corruption in China

Loyalty and expertise in China’s bureaucratic selection

China, like most modern regimes, relies on a large, complex bureaucracy to implement its policy
objectives. From the perspective of political leadership, the two most desirable qualities in a bureau-
crat are loyalty and competence: a bureaucrat must be faithful and responsive to a leader’s directions
but must also possess the capability and skills to effectively implement assigned tasks. However, a
body of literature on bureaucratic selection shows that the loyalty and competence of bureaucrats
sometimes constitute a trade-off. Highly skilled bureaucrats who possess superior knowledge and
expertise tend to be less obedient to the principal’s rules and expectations. This is because they
are more likely to leverage their skills to pursue their private interests rather than follow the regime’s
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agenda.3 Meanwhile, mediocre bureaucrats tend to display a high degree of loyalty to the political
leadership, because their lack of skills makes their career more dependent on the mercy of the prin-
cipal.4 The challenge facing any political leadership in bureaucratic selection, therefore, is to strike a
proper balance between the two qualities.

Scholars have explored the selection and promotion of bureaucrats in modern-day China. Most
agree that during the reform era, with economic growth being the key objective, a main criterion for
the promotion of officials is competence. In order to move up the bureaucratic ladder, officials must
out-perform their peers in their ability to promote economic growth and meet development targets.
The positive correlation between economic performance and the likelihood of promotion is well
supported by various analyses of political turnovers at all levels of government.5 Political loyalty
and connections, however, also play an important role in China’s bureaucratic promotion.
Studies show that officials who are connected to high-ranking political elites usually have a better
chance of being promoted to higher positions.6 Some also find that as an official moves further up
the ranks, chances of promotion are less correlated with performance and depend more on factional
allegiance.7

Local leadership management in China: the loyalist–localist balance

In comparison with the rich literature on vertical bureaucratic promotion in China, few studies pay
specific attention to the mechanism of leadership appointment at the sub-provincial level or address
the question of what type of official is considered suitable to serve as a Party or government chief in
townships, counties and prefecture-level cities. One unique factor often taken into consideration in
sub-provincial leadership selection is a candidate’s local embeddedness: the strength of his or her
socioeconomic ties and connections to the assigned locality.

A major challenge facing the Chinese regime in the management of local bureaucrats, as Bulman
and Jaros point out, is the so-called “loyalist–localist dilemma.”8 Simply put, an official’s local
embeddedness can bring both harm and benefit to the regime. On the one hand, local connections
can erode an official’s political loyalty to the principal, because they can make an official susceptible
to nepotism and local influence and lead to non-compliance with higher-level government direc-
tives.9 Historically, a millennium-old political tradition from the Ming Dynasty prohibited mandar-
ins from serving in their native province in order to avoid collusion between bureaucrats and the
local gentry.10 In line with this tradition, the post-1978 Chinese regime developed two formal
rules to prevent bureaucrats from being captured by local interests, “avoidance” (huibi 回避) and
“rotation” ( jiaoliu 交流). Typically, local officials at the township, county and prefecture level
are prohibited from assuming leadership roles in their place of birth or upbringing, and they
must be reassigned to a different post in another locality after a certain period of service.11

Recent studies show that owing to these institutional constraints, only a small fraction of prefecture
city chiefs are native to their assigned jurisdiction and the average length of their tenure is usually
less than five years.12

Native knowledge and experience can also increase a bureaucrat’s competence, allowing him or
her to govern the locality with greater access to information. By installing officials who are already

3 Scharpf and Gläßel 2020.
4 Bai, Ying, and Zhou 2019.
5 Li, Hongbin, and Zhou 2005; Yao and Zhang 2015; Landry, Lü and Duan 2018.
6 Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012; Shih and Lee 2020.
7 Jia, Kudamatsu and Seim 2015; Landry, Lü and Duan 2018.
8 Bulman and Jaros 2020.
9 Mertha 2005; Mattingly 2016.
10 Pines 2012.
11 CCP Central Committee 2019.
12 Luo and Qin 2021; Qiao 2017.
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familiar with local conditions, the regime can better penetrate and control local communities,
obtain accurate information about public opinions and attitudes, and achieve policy goals more eas-
ily through informal means and practices. Studies have also shown that locally connected officials
tend to provide better public goods and services, perform better in maintaining social stability and
make more investments in health and education.13

In the first decade of reform (1978–1988), localism was on a rising trend in China’s sub-national
politics, driven by Beijing’s need for local knowledge and experience to promote economic recovery
and growth.14 A 1988 survey shows that 43.8 per cent of provincial Party secretaries and governors
were native to their assigned province.15 Between 1990 and 2013, although the centre made increas-
ing efforts to promote the cross-regional rotation of cadres, the fraction of provincial leaders who
were native to the region of their posting was still as high as 41.8 per cent.16 Below the provincial
level, the rule prohibiting the appointment of native cadres was often circumvented. For example,
studies of local politics in Shanxi and Yunnan in the early 2000s find that although no county-level
leaders were native to the specific county in which they served, all of them were native to the pre-
fecture above their assigned county.17 The presence of a large fraction of locally embedded officials
between 1978 and the 2000s, scholars argue, reflected the centre’s encouragement of reform initia-
tives and policy experimentation at the local level, which was considered a key factor in China’s
economic success.18

Corruption in China: from tacit permissiveness to Xi’s great crackdown

Corruption has been an enduring problem in China since the beginning of the reform. It can take a
variety of forms, ranging from explicit embezzlement and bribery to rent-seeking in land auctions
and favouritism in public project bids.19 It is estimated that at least half of China’s cadre force in the
early 2000s engaged in some form of corruption.20 Before Xi’s rise to power, the Chinese regime
largely adopted a passive attitude towards corruption, seeing it as an inevitable by-product of
China’s growth or an ordinary part of political life.21 As a result, the anti-graft efforts made by pre-
vious Party leaderships were symbolic and largely insufficient, and failed to contain the rampant
corruption at all levels of government.22 The regime’s tacit tolerance of corruption before the Xi
era, as argued by some scholars, was actually a rational choice under the loyalty–competence trade-
off. Corruption could drive officials to seek more business deals with private firms that would pro-
duce personal benefits as well as promote growth. Thus, although rent-seeking behaviour could
undermine the Party’s reputation and political authority, it also offered the space for competent
bureaucrats to deliver better economic outcomes.23

Anti-corruption efforts before the Xi era, some scholars argue, were frequently politicized and
weaponized by politicians to attack rival factions or strengthen their own. For example, Jiangnan
Zhu and Dong Zhang show that between 1996 and 2012, inter-factional competition among
provincial-level leaders could drive up anti-corruption investigations in a province by up to 20
per cent.24 On the other hand, an official’s connection to powerful leaders could offer protection

13 Persson and Zhuravskaya 2016; Bhavnani and Lee 2018.
14 Li, Cheng, and Bachman 1989.
15 Zang and Lin 2013.
16 Lin 2015.
17 Goodman 2000; Edin 2003.
18 Qian, Roland and Xu 2006; Landry 2008; Ang 2016.
19 Cai, Henderson and Zhang 2013; Wedeman 2017b.
20 Manion 2004.
21 He 2000; Fan and Grossman 2001.
22 Pei 2016.
23 Bai, Chong-En, Hsieh and Song 2019.
24 Zhu and Zhang 2017.
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from corruption charges. A recent study of all anti-corruption cases from 2000 to 2014 shows that a
provincial leader’s personal ties with the incumbent Party general secretary could reduce his or her
probability of being convicted by roughly 70 per cent.25

The ongoing anti-corruption crackdown, launched by Xi Jinping in December 2012 shortly after
his inauguration as the paramount leader at the 18th Party Congress, marks a remarkable paradigm
shift from his predecessors. Early analyses often dismiss Xi’s campaign simply as a cynical man-
oeuvre to crush rival factions and strengthen his personal authority.26 The subsequent unfolding
of the campaign, however, has largely contradicted those views. Officials who have been prosecuted
for corruption come from diverse political backgrounds, and factional ties have not affected the like-
lihood of being investigated.27 Additionally, political connections to high-ranking politburo mem-
bers have not offered officials any protection from prosecution, which implies that the crackdown is
not merely a politically motivated attack on Xi’s rivals.28 Overall, most scholars agree that Xi’s cam-
paign seems to be a systematic attempt to discipline and control the Party’s cadre force and preserve
the regime’s legitimacy in the eyes of the public, rather than a Machiavellian strategy to achieve
short-term, personal political goals.29

Observers also predicted that Xi’s crackdown on corruption would be limited in scope as the
abrupt expulsion of too many officials could hurt the economy and undermine the morale of
bureaucrats.30 However, the campaign has actually evolved into one of the most overarching purges
within the Chinese bureaucracy since the reform began. At the top of the political hierarchy, pro-
secutors have indicted former politburo standing member Zhou Yongkang 周永康 along with three
other ex-politburo members, breaking a long-held unwritten rule that retired top Party leaders are
usually immune from prosecution.31 Large-scale prosecutions have occurred across all levels of the
bureaucracy. Official statistics show that 4.09 million cadres were prosecuted for corruption between
2013 and 2021, including 392 officials at or above the provincial level, 17,000 at the county level,
and over 616,000 at the township level.32 Xi’s anti-corruption purge signifies a new norm of bur-
eaucratic management in his “new era” – there is now less focus on officials’ economic performance
and more focus on their political loyalty and subordination.

One question that attracts increasing scholarly attention is how Xi’s anti-corruption drive has
impacted the logic of bureaucratic appointment in China. Zeren Li and Melanie Manion, for
example, find that Xi’s purge has led to a remarkable decline in factionalism among local leadership
appointments.33 Their analysis shows that provincial Party bosses tend to avoid promoting prefec-
ture Party chiefs who are members of their own faction. The bias of provincial leaders against their
co-faction members, the authors argue, is a “risk reduction” strategy to signal their aversion to
factionalism and their compliance with Party discipline.34

Subnational Leadership Selection during the Anti-Corruption Crackdown

Our study builds upon this strand of literature to further explore the impact of the ACC on
sub-provincial political selection. Xi’s purge has led to a mass expulsion of corrupt local leaders;
however, we have limited knowledge about the upper-level authority’s approach to replacing

25 Liu 2022.
26 See, e.g., Kuhn 2016.
27 Lorentzen and Lu 2018.
28 Ibid.
29 Wedeman 2017b.
30 Yuen 2014; Quah 2015.
31 Wedeman 2017a.
32 Central Commission for Discipline Inspection 2021.
33 Li, Zeren, and Manion 2021.
34 Ibid., 2.

924 Jingyuan Qian and Feng Tang

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644


them. What type of bureaucrat is likely to be appointed to fill the vacancies left by expelled officials?
Is there a divergence in the backgrounds of local officials who govern cities with and without
corruption?

We propose an incentive-based theory to explain how a candidate’s local embeddedness is
weighed in sub-provincial leadership appointments during the campaign. Our key theoretical pre-
diction is that the provincial authorities have a selective anti-local bias towards cities tainted by cor-
ruption scandals. We suggest that if a city’s ex-leader is prosecuted for corruption, the provincial
Party chief will strategically appoint a successor who has few local ties to govern the city. In contrast,
for cities whose leaders have not recently been indicted for corruption, the provincial authority will
not necessarily discriminate against locally connected candidates in subsequent leadership
appointments.

We argue that provincial Party chiefs’ selective anti-local bias for appointments in cities with cor-
rupt predecessors could be owing to three reasons: virtual signalling, hierarchical control and a
shortage in local suitable candidates. First, the ACC is a highly politicized crackdown that is
being used by Beijing to test an official’s loyalty. Thus, provincial leaders may need to credibly signal
their alignment with the centre’s anti-corruption agenda by visibly distancing themselves from their
corrupt subordinates. Second, the removal of corrupt leaders may lead to chaos and uncertainty
within the local bureaucracy and affect the socioeconomic stability of the city. Thus, a key priority
of the provincial chief following a corruption scandal is to reshuffle the local bureaucracy, eliminate
the corrupt officials’ personal influence, and restore order and stability in the locality. An appointee
with little connection to the local political establishment, therefore, could impartially carry out those
tasks and help the provincial leadership reassert hierarchical control. Lastly, the purge of a corrupt
city leader may simultaneously bring down a number of high-ranking officials in the local authority,
which could lead to a shortage of potential local replacements. As such, the provincial authority
may resort to non-local officials to fulfil the leadership vacancy.

Politicization of corruption as an indicator of disloyalty

A defining feature of Xi’s anti-corruption campaign, which differs from similar efforts made by his
predecessors, is the politicization and securitization of corrupt behaviour. Instead of seeing the cor-
ruption of Party officials as an economic crime or a violation of state law, Xi views it as a sign of
political disloyalty and defiance of the Party line. In his speeches, Xi variously frames corruption as
the “biggest threat” or “life-and-death issue” facing the Party.35 An editorial published by the
Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), the CCP’s official disciplinary organ, expli-
citly characterizes corruption as a political crime: “anti-corruption is a severe political struggle…
corrupt officials are politically degenerate, have shown disloyalty and dishonesty to the Party, and
have undermined the Party’s leadership and unity.”36

Official announcements on the prosecution of corrupt local officials also characterize their
alleged wrongdoings in a highly politicized manner. The majority of official press releases by the
CCDI include language that points to the political disloyalty of corrupt officials, such as “losing
one’s political ideals and convictions” or “failing to stay true to the Party’s founding mission.”37

Such language implies that officials who engage in corruption not only violate the law but also dem-
onstrate their political disobedience by challenging the Party line.

35 “Qingchu ‘zuidaweixie:’ Xi Jinping lun fanfu” (Eliminating the “biggest threat”: Xi Jinping on combatting corruption).
Xinhuanet, 12 August 2016, http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-08/12/c_1119378149.htm. Accessed 2 February
2022.

36 Qu and Xue 2021.
37 Ye 2016.
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Centre holds provincial leaders accountable for subordinate corruption

When confronted with the highly politicized climate during the ACC, how do provincial leaders
respond to corruption scandals involving prefecture city chiefs within their jurisdiction?
According to China’s nomenklatura system, provincial Party chiefs are responsible for appointing
prefecture-level officials and overseeing their behaviour and performance. From the perspective
of provincial leaders, corruption scandals involving those under their supervision, if not properly
handled, could point to their own failure to enforce the Party line and thus damage their own pol-
itical career. Therefore, once a corruption scandal is exposed, provincial Party chiefs have to be seen
to be making a strong effort to reshuffle the local bureaucracy and must clearly signal their resolve
to support the centre’s anti-corruption priorities.

Provincial Party secretaries who fail to control the corruption of subordinate local officials risk
damaging their own careers. Yuan Chunqing 袁纯清, the provincial Party secretary of Shanxi, was
removed from office in 2014 owing to his negligence in controlling the graft of local officials. While
Yuan was in office, more than 11,879 officials in Shanxi were expelled for corruption, including 26
prefecture-level officials and 336 county-level leaders.38 Although Yuan did not intentionally shield
his corrupt subordinates, he was accused of “lacking discretion and oversight in selecting appropri-
ate local cadres” and was stripped of power. An online People’s Daily editorial piece referring to
Yuan’s removal commented that “President Xi emphasized that improper personnel appointments
can bring severe damage to the Party and the state, and Shanxi’s leadership set such an example.”39

Selective delocalization: virtue signalling, hierarchical control, and cadre availability

How does the provincial leadership appoint local leaders during the ACC? Based on existing quali-
tative evidence, our main theoretical prediction is that the local embeddedness of a newly appointed
local leader is correlated with a locality’s recent history of corruption. If a city’s ex-leader is removed
because of corruption, the leadership vacancy is unlikely to be filled by a successor with local ties; in
contrast, if a city’s former leader leaves office through regular bureaucratic rotation, the provincial
authority will not intentionally disfavour locally connected officials in the appointment of a succes-
sor. We therefore propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (Selective Delocalization). During the anti-corruption campaign, successors
appointed to replace expelled leaders are more likely to have fewer political connections to their
assigned locality, compared to officials whose predecessors departed in a regular manner.

We further propose three explanations for the provincial authority’s propensity to appoint
non-localized officials to govern cities “tainted” by corrupt predecessors. The first possible reason
is virtual signalling – that is, such appointments aim to display a provincial leader’s resolve to dis-
tance him or herself from corrupt former subordinates and align with the centre’s anti-corruption
objectives. The second possible motivation is political control. The abrupt dismissal of a local leader
creates an urgent need for the provincial authority to strengthen vertical control over the affected
locality, eliminate the disgraced official’s personal networks and influence, and restore socio-
economic order and stability. A new appointee without local ties would be less constrained by
the personal pressure exerted by local political elites and would therefore be more capable of sta-
bilizing the local political and social order. The third explanation concerns the availability of suit-
able local candidates to replace the disgraced leader. If the downfall of a corrupt local leader leads to

38 “Shanxi gaoya fanfu: 1.1 wan yu ganbu shouchu, she tingguan 26 ren” (The hardline crackdown on corruption in Shanxi:
11,000 cadres prosecuted, including 26 prefecture-level cadres). ChinaNews, 22 January 2014, https://www.chinanews.
com.cn/fz/2014/01-22/5766757.shtml. Accessed 4 March 2022.

39 Huang 2014.
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the collateral expulsion of multiple officials within the same local authority, the shortage of poten-
tial local candidates can leave the provincial Party chief with little choice but to appoint an outside
candidate to fill the leadership vacancy. We therefore propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a (Virtue Signalling). During the campaign, provincial leaders tend to appoint succes-
sors without local ties to replace expelled corrupt officials in order to credibly signal their loyalty
and commitment to the centre’s political agenda.

Hypothesis 2b (Hierarchical Control). During the campaign, provincial leaders tend to appoint
successors without local ties to expelled corrupt officials in order to restore top-down control
and stability in the affected locality.

Hypothesis 2c (Cadre Availability). During the campaign, provincial leaders tend to appoint suc-
cessors without local connections to replace expelled corrupt officials because the crackdown has
created a shortage of available local cadres.

Part C of the appendix presents an illustrative case study of Huang Lixin 黄莉新, an official from
Jiangsu province known as “the professional firefighter” of corruption. Huang was appointed as the
Party secretary of Wuxi in late 2011 and was later transferred to Nanjing as the Party chief in 2015,
both to fill the power vacuum left by corrupt predecessors. As shown in the case study, Huang’s
appointment decisions reflect the political logic of both loyalty signalling and political control.
Facing upward, provincial Party chiefs could signal their determination to correct past mistakes
made in personnel management and reaffirm their loyalty to the Party line. Facing downward, a
non-local appointee could be more capable of reshuffling the malfunctioning local bureaucracy
and enforcing the upper-level authority’s policy agenda.

Research Design

Data collection

To understand how Xi’s anti-corruption crackdown on local leaders impacts the pattern of local
leadership appointments, we manually constructed a panel dataset of local leaders of all 287
prefecture-level cities between 2013 and 2020. Our dataset includes three categories of information:
(1) biographical background, including age, gender, place of origin and length of CCP membership;
(2) previous work experience, including length of previous service in the assigned locality and in the
provincial government, most recent position before assuming the current leadership role, and the
time and reason for departure from the current leadership role; (3) biographical information
about the provincial Party secretary overseeing the city official, including name, age, gender, length
of CCP membership, hometown, local work experience and personal connection with the local offi-
cial. Additionally, we extracted prefecture-level socioeconomic data from China City Statistical
Yearbooks from 2013 to 2020, including GDP, population, land area, revenue income and
unemployment numbers in order to control for the confounding effect of economic performance
on personnel appointment.

Main variables of interest

The main objective of our empirical strategy is to explore whether officials who are installed to
replace a disgraced predecessor are less connected to the assigned city compared to those who
fill the roles of retired or transferred officials. Thus, the main unit of our analysis is leadership suc-
cessions occurring between 2013 and 2020. Based on our dataset, we count an event of leadership
succession in year t if the Party secretaries of a given city i in year t and t – 1 are two different

The China Quarterly 927

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644


individuals.40 Using this formula, we identified 551 instances of Party secretary replacement
between 2013 and 2020. Table 1 displays a breakdown of the backgrounds of outgoing and incom-
ing local leaders involved in those leadership successions.

Dependent variable: local embeddedness of incoming officials

The dependent variable of our analysis is an incoming official’s strength of local connection during
the leadership replacement. Our main analysis uses two dummy variables indicating the incoming
official’s immediate previous position before the turnover: whether the official is promoted from an
incumbent leadership position in the same city;41 and whether an official is “sent down” from a
position at an upper-level government authority (including both provincial and central author-
ities).42 The first measure aims to capture successors’ personal ties with the political establishment
in the locality. The second measure, on the contrary, reflects officials’ detachment from the assigned
locality: officials who are directly sent down from upper-level authorities are less tied to local pol-
itical elites, and their appointment would raise fewer concerns about collusion and disobedience.

In subsequent robustness checks, we used two additional measures to capture an official’s local
ties on a longer time horizon: a dummy variable to capture whether the official has any work experi-
ence in the assigned locality, and a continuous variable indicating the total number of years the

Table 1: Summary Statistics of 551 Prefecture City Leadership Turnovers

a. Reasons for Departure of Outgoing Officials

Reason for Departure 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

Regular departure: 36 76 87 130 88 41 53 511

Transferred out 36 70 86 129 88 40 52 501

Retired from post 0 6 1 1 0 1 1 10

Expelled for corruption: 3 15 9 7 1 1 4 40

Total 39 91 96 137 89 42 57 551

b. Last Assignment of Incoming Officials

Successor’s Last Position 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

As local official: 9 28 37 42 34 11 16 177

As non-local official, total: 30 63 59 95 55 31 41 374

Another city, same province 18 36 27 46 26 7 11 171

Provincial government 12 21 27 46 25 19 17 167

Outside of province 0 5 4 2 2 4 13 30

Central government 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 3

Non-government agencies 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 3

Total 39 91 96 137 89 42 57 551

40 Following previous literature, we consider an official to be the Party secretary of a given city in year t if they are in office
for more than six months of that year.

41 For a precise explanation of which roles count as a city’s “leadership positions,” see Appendix Part B.
42 In our study, “sent-down officials” refer to officials who formerly worked in the central or provincial governments and

were assigned to serve leadership roles in the city. This category does not include officials who come from other cities in
the same province.
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official has served in the locality. The two variables, which account for an official’s overall local
experience, provide alternative measures for an official’s connection with the assigned locality.

Key independent variable: departure pattern of outgoing officials

The key independent variable in our analysis is the predecessor’s reason for departure during each
leadership replacement. In the main analysis, we code an outgoing official’s departure reason as a
dummy variable based on whether he or she was expelled from office on corruption changes.
Alternatively, in robustness checks, we further break down an outgoing official’s departure pattern
into three categories: corruption charges, transfer to a different post or retirement from public ser-
vice.43 If our theoretical assumption is correct, then we should observe that incoming officials who
replace corrupt officials are more likely to be disconnected from the locality compared to those
incoming officials who follow regular bureaucratic rotations.

Control variables

In accordance with the established literature on political selection, we also include three sets of con-
trol variables that are potentially correlated with both our outcome variable and key independent
variable. The first group of controls concern the local socioeconomic conditions of the prefecture
city that could impact the selection of local leadership, including its population size, land area,
per capita GDP, GDP growth rate, amount of revenue income, unemployment rate and percentage
of public servants in the population. The second group includes other personal characteristics of the
outgoing official, including age, gender, length of Party membership, years of work experience and
years of previous work in the locality. The third category includes the characteristics of the provin-
cial Party secretary in charge of appointing the incoming local leader, including age, gender, length
of Party membership, length of local work experience, length of central government service and
whether he or she was convicted on corruption charges later on.44 Furthermore, we also control
for the provincial Party chief’s political connection with the outgoing leader, using whether the out-
going leader was directly appointed by the provincial Party leader as an indicator. If, as argued by Li
and Manion, provincial chiefs tend to have an “anti-faction bias” during the ACC, they would have
greater incentives to install locally disconnected successors to signal their impartiality if they were
personally connected to the corrupt former official.45

Treatment–control group comparison

We begin our analysis by comparing the personal characteristics of successors to expelled and regu-
larly departed officials. In Table A2 of the online appendix, we present a series of two-sample t tests
to show whether any substantive difference exists between the two types of successors. Apparently,
the two groups are very similar in their average age, gender composition, length of Party member-
ship and length of total work experience (with p-values all greater than 0.05). The only substantive
difference is the length of previous work in the assigned locality ( p = 0.0003). Successors to expelled
corrupt officials on average only have 0.465 years of prior local experience, implying that a majority
of them may have never worked in their assigned locality before. In contrast, successors to retired or
transferred officials have spent almost two years serving in the locality before their assignment. This

43 We define “retirement” broadly and inclusively in this study. We consider any official to be “retired” if they leave the
bureaucracy not as a result of formal or informal punishment by upper-level authorities.

44 Our dataset shows that all provincial leaders overseeing the 551 local leadership successions are invariably male. Owing
to the lack of gender diversity among provincial leaders in China, we omit gender from our controls.

45 Li, Zeren, and Manion 2021.
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comparison suggests that corrupt local leaders are more likely to be replaced by officials who have
no or few previous ties to the locality.

Regression Estimates

Baseline analysis

In our regression analysis, we employ a series of linear probability models (LPM) to estimate the
impact of predecessors’ departure type on the local embeddedness of successors. Our baseline ana-
lysis, presented in Table 2, evaluates the effect of a predecessor’s departure pattern on two main
outcome variables: whether the successor is promoted from the same city’s leadership team; and
whether the successor is sent down from an upper-level political authority. Models 1 and 3 use
the whole sample (all 551 leadership turnovers) for estimation, while Models 2 and 4 only include
leadership turnovers that occurred in cities with at least one anti-corruption purge between 2013
and 2020 (n = 84; hereafter “corruption-affected cities”). The purpose of this subgroup analysis is
to mitigate the concern of endogeneity. It is possible that certain types of cities are likely to be spe-
cifically targeted in the anti-corruption crackdown, and those cities can also be subject to different
leadership appointment patterns. Therefore, by testing the correlation between the predecessor’s
departure pattern and successor’s local connection within the particular subgroup of
corruption-affected cities, we can present stronger evidence that the removal of corrupt predecessors

Table 2: Baseline Analysis

Dependent Variable:

Successor promoted locally Successor sent down from above

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

Full sample Subsample Full sample Subsample

Key independent variable:

(Baseline: normal departure)

Dummy: predecessor expelled −0.267*** −0.474** 0.166* 0.274**

(0.073) (0.192) (0.099) (0.130)

Controls:

City socioeconomic controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Predecessor personal controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Provincial chief personal controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Provincial FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

City clustered SE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 517 73 517 73

R2 0.127 0.594 0.146 0.667

Adjusted R2 0.030 0.056 0.051 0.228

Residual std. error 0.460 0.449 0.457 0.420

Note: For a complete list of control variables and the full regression results, please see Table A4 in the appendix. Only completed
observations are used in the regression. Significance levels: ∗p < 0.1; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.01.

930 Jingyuan Qian and Feng Tang

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000644


indeed affects the local embeddedness of incoming appointees to the same city. Furthermore, in line
with established norms for panel data analysis, we include provincial and year fixed effects to miti-
gate between-group variations, and cluster all standard errors on the prefecture city level to account
for heterogeneity.

The main regression results are consistent with the theoretical predictions of Hypothesis 1. As
shown in Models 1 and 2, replacements for corrupt officials are much less likely to be chosen
from among incumbent officials from the same locality, compared to appointees in regular leader-
ship turnovers ( p < 0.001). Furthermore, as shown in Models 3 and 4, successors to expelled offi-
cials are also more likely to be sent down from upper-level authorities, which implies an effort to
assert hierarchical control. The main results provide support for our theory that the ACC does
indeed lead to a “selective delocalization” effect: provincial Party chiefs tend to appoint outside offi-
cials to govern those cities whose former leaders were disciplined for corruption, while regular bur-
eaucratic rotations do not lead to any significant displacement of localized officials. In Appendix
Tables A5–A7, we perform a series of robustness tests to validate our main finding, by changing
the model specifications by including different sets of controls. As shown in the results, the key find-
ings remain robust and consistent: regardless of how we specify the model, the predecessor’s pattern
of departure has always been a strong predictor of the successor’s local embeddedness.

In Appendix Tables A8 and A9, we provide further support for Hypothesis 1 by using two alter-
native outcome variables that capture an incoming official’s local connection on a longer time hori-
zon: whether he or she has any previous work experience in the assigned locality and the total
number of years served in the locality.46 The results are consistent with our main findings: replace-
ments for corrupt officials are much more likely to have no or little prior experience serving in the
assigned locality, which suggests that local ties are strongly disfavoured in the selection of leaders for
corruption-affected cities.

Analysis of competing explanatory mechanisms

In Table 3, we present a series of mechanism analyses to explore which of the three potential reasons
proposed above could better explain provincial leaders’ propensity to appoint non-local leaders to
govern corruption-affected cities. Models 2 and 3 examine Hypothesis 2a – that the anti-local bias is
primarily driven by virtue signalling. If provincial authorities install non-local replacements because
they want to visibly display their commitment to fighting corruption, then provincial chiefs who are
considered more likely to shield their guilty subordinates would have a stronger incentive to appoint
outsiders in order to dispel any suspicions that may be cast upon themselves. To test this logic, we
interact our key independent variable with two indicators that imply a provincial chief’s potential
culpability by association: (1) whether the predecessor is appointed by the provincial leader, and
(2) the length of the provincial leader’s local work experience. In other words, provincial chiefs
who are more locally embedded or who have personally appointed the corrupt city leader are likely
to make stronger efforts to credibly distance themselves from their corrupt subordinate.

Models 4 and 5 focus on Hypothesis 2b, which states that provincial leaders’ anti-local bias when
appointing a new leader for a corruption-affected city is driven by the need to reassert hierarchical
control and order following the abrupt removal of the corrupt ex-leader. If this conjecture is true,
then provincial chiefs would be less likely to appoint non-local successors to cities where the pro-
vincial authority has stronger pre-existing control or cities that report better socioeconomic out-
comes. For the former, we interact our explanatory variable with a dummy that equals one if the
city is either a provincial capital or a sub-provincial city ( fu shengji shi 副省级市). Such “key” cities
are major political and economic centres of a province and usually come under greater provincial
oversight and control. For the latter, we interact our explanatory variable with a city’s per capita

46 If an incoming official has never worked in the assigned locality before, their prior local work experience is coded as zero.
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Table 3: Test of Competing Mechanisms for Selective Delocalization

Dependent Variable

Dummy: successor promoted from incumbent local leadership

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

Original Virtual signalling Reasserting control Availability

Key independent variable:

(Baseline: normal departure)

Expelled −0.267*** −0.248*** −0.265*** −0.325*** −2.172**

(0.073) (0.095) (0.088) (0.080) (0.992)

Expelled: CPS only −0.252***

(0.072)

Expelled: CPS + any PSC member −0.325*

(0.169)

Interaction terms:

Expelled × connected with PPS −0.060

(0.123)

Expelled × PPS years of local work −0.001

(0.008)

Expelled × key city 0.320***

(0.112)

Expelled × log GDP per capita 1-yr lag 0.179**

(0.091)

Connected with PPS −0.001 0.004 −0.001 0.001 −0.0003 −0.0005

(0.051) (0.054) (0.051) (0.051) (0.051) (0.051)
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PPS years of local work −0.005 −0.005 −0.005 −0.006 −0.006 −0.005

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006)

Key city −0.178** −0.178** −0.178** −0.218** −0.187** −0.177**

(0.088) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091) (0.088) (0.087)

Log GDP per capita 1 year lag −0.060 −0.062 −0.060 −0.057 −0.073 −0.060

(0.101) (0.101) (0.102) (0.103) (0.102) (0.101)

Other controls:

City socioeconomic controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Predecessor personal controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Provincial chief personal controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Provincial FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

City clustered SE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 517 517 517 517 517 517

R2 0.127 0.127 0.127 0.131 0.129 0.127

Adjusted R2 0.030 0.027 0.027 0.031 0.029 0.027

Residual std. error 0.460 0.460 0.460 0.459 0.460 0.460

Note: For a complete list of control variables and the full regression results, please see Table A10 in the appendix. Only completed observations are used in the regression. Significance levels: * p < 0.1; **p < 0.05;
***p < 0.01.
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GDP in the previous year in order to examine whether provincial chiefs would feel less need to
install outsider appointees in cities that display more robust socioeconomic outcomes.

Lastly, Model 6 examines the possibility that provincial authorities appoint non-local officials to
govern corruption-affected cities because there is a shortage of available local cadres. We further
break down the key independent variable (predecessor expelled) into two sub-categories of whether
the city Party secretary is the only official who has been expelled for corruption, or if one or more
members of the city’s Party Standing Committee (PSC) have been simultaneously removed along-
side the corrupt Party chief.47 In the local power hierarchy, the PSC is a group of high-ranking offi-
cials immediately below the Party secretary who are seen as potential candidates to fill the
leadership role. Thus, if Hypothesis 2c is indeed correct, then provincial authorities will be more
likely to appoint non-local successors to cities that suffer from the collateral loss of one or more
PSC members, which makes the selection of a local replacement more difficult.

Table 3 illustrates the relative strengths of the three competing explanations. As the results for
Models 2 and 3 have shown, the statistical evidence in favour of Hypothesis 2a is weak: neither
the provincial chief’s connection to the outgoing city leader nor his or her local work experience
increases the likelihood of appointing a non-local official to govern a city if its former leader has
been expelled on corruption charges ( p > 0.1). This negative result suggests that virtue signalling
may not be the main reason that drives the anti-local bias.

On the contrary, Models 4 and 5 show strong evidence for Hypothesis 2b. As the interaction
coefficient of Model 4 shows, although leadership corruption in non-major cities leads to a signifi-
cantly higher likelihood of a non-local successor being appointed, it has little effect on the successor
type for provincial capitals and sub-provincial cities (with the joint effect close to zero). This result
apparently shows that asserting control is a more plausible explanation than virtual signalling.
Intuitively, if the provincial leader’s objective is virtue signalling, then major cities should have dis-
played a stronger anti-local bias when appointing successors because they have greater salience and
visibility; however, if the reason for appointing non-local leaders is to strengthen top-down control
and order, the provincial chief would install non-local officials in less important localities where
hierarchical control and oversight are weaker than they are in major urban centres. Model 5
lends further support for the latter mechanism. As the interaction coefficient has shown, cities
with better socioeconomic outcomes are less likely to be assigned non-local officials to replace cor-
rupt ex-leaders, which implies that the need to exert control and improve governance is the driving
force behind non-local appointments.

With regard to Hypothesis 2c, we do not find sufficient evidence that the tendency to appoint
non-local officials is driven by a shortage of local candidates. Among the 40 corruption-related
expulsions, only a small fraction (eight cases) resulted in the simultaneous purge of one or more
local PSC members, which suggests that the impact of local leadership expulsion on the pool of
local candidates is limited. Additionally, as shown in Model 6, cities where only the Party secretary
is removed are still more likely to be assigned a non-local successor ( p < 0.001), which indicates that
the lack of available local cadres is not a very plausible reason for non-local appointments.48

Lastly, Table A13 in the online appendix presents additional evidence that the observed effect is
driven by the strategic decisions of the provincial leadership, rather than the intervention of the cen-
tral government. In Table A13, we exclude from our data all leadership appointments in which (1)
the successor is transferred from a different province or (2) the successor is a former central official

47 We consider two local officials to be “simultaneously removed” if they are expelled within a period of 12 months.
48 Furthermore, as shown in Figure A2 in the appendix, the average tenure length of officials who replace corrupt officials is

actually longer than those who succeed regularly departed predecessors (3.116 years versus 2.525 years). This evidence
provides some supplemental support for the “assertion of control” hypothesis rather than the “cadre availability” hypoth-
esis. Intuitively, if successors to corrupt leaders are appointed to serve a longer period than usual, their intended role is
more likely to help their superiors stabilize control and handle the after-effects of the purge, instead of serving as a tem-
porary placeholder because of the shortage of available local cadres.
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sent down to the locality. In both scenarios, the appointment decisions are more likely to be made
by the centre than by the respective provincial authorities. As shown in the results, the observed
effect still remains robust when the impact of the central intervention is removed.

The Durability of Post-crackdown De-localization

We have shown that the exposure of a corruption scandal in a locality can prompt the provincial
authority to appoint non-local officials to strengthen oversight and reassert control, but how durable
is this effect? Does the expulsion of corrupt local leaders only affect the selection of their immediate
replacement, or does it have a long-lasting effect on the leadership appointment pattern in the
affected locality? Despite the limited time scope of our dataset, we are able to offer preliminary
insights into this question by examining the local ties of all subsequent leaders following the expul-
sion of corrupt officials.

We use two approaches to test the durability of the anti-local bias in leadership appointments in
corruption-affected cities. First, we regress an incoming official’s local embeddedness on a dummy
variable indicating whether any former leader since 2013 had been prosecuted before being
appointed to the assigned city. As shown in Table A12 in the appendix, the effect of predecessor
corruption on an appointee’s local ties is no longer significant if we take into account both imme-
diate replacements of corrupt officials and all subsequent appointees afterwards. In other words,
although the provincial authorities tend to appoint non-local officials to replace corrupt officials,
we find no evidence that there is any bias against locally connected candidates for later leadership
appointments in the same city.

Furthermore, we focus on the 84 leadership turnovers in 39 corruption-affected cities and make
three-way comparisons between (1) officials appointed before the anti-corruption expulsion, (2)
those who immediately succeed the expelled official, and (3) those who are appointed in subsequent
turnovers. We perform a series of pairwise t tests of difference and present the results in Table A15
in the online appendix. Clearly, city leaders appointed in subsequent leadership turnovers have
stronger local ties than immediate successors to corrupt officials and show no statistical difference
from those appointed prior to the anti-corruption purge. This result suggests that the tendency to
install non-localized appointees is an ad-hoc strategy to respond to challenges arising from the
abrupt removal of corrupt officials and does not necessarily bring a permanent or long-lasting effect
on the further political selection patterns in corruption-affected localities. Figure A3 in the appendix
visually captures the “rebound” of locally connected appointees after the purge-induced turnovers.
Furthermore, in Table A16, we provide some preliminary insights into the short duration of the
de-localization effect following anti-corruption purges.

Conclusion: “Task-responsive” Political Selection

A key objective of President Xi Jinping’s administration is to consolidate central power and
strengthen the Party’s authority. Further, to ensure officials’ exclusive allegiance to the centre, it
is necessary to separate them from their embedded personal networks. As previous studies have
shown, bureaucrats are appointed to localities where they have few social ties and little work experi-
ence so that they can implement central policies more effectively without interference from the local
elite.49 In this article, we provide a more nuanced look into how de-localization facilitates political
control and policy implementation in the context of Xi’s anti-corruption campaign. We show that
the de-localization of sub-provincial leadership is not indiscriminate but rather selectively targets
specific local authorities that show signs of political disobedience or governance challenges.
Provincial Party chiefs tend to appoint non-local, external candidates to “rein in” prefecture-level

49 Bulman and Jaros 2021.
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cities whose ex-leaders have been prosecuted for corruption. Free from personal networks and
vested interests that tie their hands, outside officials are able to take tough measures to reshuffle
the local bureaucracy, implement their superiors’ directives and restore control and stability in
their assigned locality.

Another important implication of our study is the declining effect of factionalism and informal
politics during the anti-corruption campaign. As argued by Jiangnan Zhu and Dong Zhang,
anti-corruption crackdowns before the Xi era were often leveraged by local leaders to weaken
their factional rivals, while a superior official with stronger ties in a locality would make less effort
in enforcing anti-corruption measures.50 In contrast, our analysis finds that a provincial Party
chief’s political connection with the outgoing local official has no effect on the Party chief’s appoint-
ment decisions during anti-corruption purges in either direction. Specifically, provincial leaders
who are connected to corrupt local officials are neither more likely to appoint a candidate from
the incumbent local bureaucracy to shield their wrongdoings, nor will they explicitly install a non-
local replacement to distance themselves from their corrupt subordinates. This pattern reflects the
tendency to downplay the role of factions in bureaucratic management in the Xi era. As recent stud-
ies have suggested, the Chinese regime under Xi not only opposes the forming of factions51 but also
discourages using factions as a factor in personnel management.52 For example, Kainan Gao and
Margaret Pearson find that a corrupt official’s political network has no impact on either the length
of investigation or the severity of punishment in the Xi era.53 Even officials connected to Zhou
Yongkang, Xi’s chief rival, did not experience drastically different treatment during anti-corruption
investigations. Thus, our study provides further evidence of the changing pattern of bureaucratic
control in Xi’s China.

Last but not least, we hope that our study can prompt a re-thinking of the logic of political selec-
tion in China. Previous scholars often treat China’s bureaucratic appointment as a standardized,
one-size-fits-all process where officials are uniformly evaluated against a number of fixed criteria
such as education,54 performance55 or political connection.56 In line with a bourgeoning literature,57

we challenge this premise and show that personnel appointment patterns are contingent upon the
regime’s needs to address certain short-term challenges and crises. We show that during a top-down
purge like the ongoing anti-corruption campaign, local leadership appointments can be leveraged
by upper-level authorities as an ad-hoc response to problems and crises in local governance, and
selection criteria can be adapted to specific tasks and priorities varying in time and location. In
this sense, we hope our work can renew the debate on the logic of political control in Xi’s China.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0305741023000644.
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