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Content

▶ Politburo’s members are selected
every 5 years from the members of the
Central Committee of Chinese
Communist Party.

▶ Central Committee’s membership in
turn is drawn from the top ranks of
provincial officers, top military
leaders, and central government
ministers.

▶ While the Central Committee is
nominally responsible for electing the
Politburo, in practice the Politburo
itself is thought to have a decisive
role selecting new members.
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Content

▶ Why shared backgrounds may
provide a leg up in the Politburo
selection process?

1. Networks of loyalty between senior
political figures.

2. Officials who have worked with
them, are from the same region or
studied at the same university.

3. Officials who have risen through the
ranks with their patrons.
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Content

▶ Examine: Whether Central Committee members who share a
hometown or college connection with an incumbent Politburo
member are more likely to be elected to the next Politburo,
using data from the postwar period.

▶ “Connections penalty”: In specifications that include fixed
effects to absorb quality differences across cities and colleges, we find
that hometown and college connections are each associated with
5–9 percentage point reductions in selection probability.

▶ Examine the heterogeneity in this “connections penalty”: This
“connections penalty” is equally strong for retiring Politburo
members, arguing against quota-based explanations, and it is
much stronger for junior Politburo members, consistent with a role
for intra-factional competition.
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Content

▶ Our findings differ from earlier work because of our emphasis on
within-group variation, and our focus on shared hometown
and college, rather than shared workplace, connections.

▶ Innovations:

1. Our work suggests a somewhat different view of the internal
organization and promotion of China’s leadership——“connections
penalty” suggests the presence of forces within the government to
balance representation in the Politburo.

2. Challenges in estimating the effect of shared background on
promotion, as well as the range of potential interpretations——far
more complex than simply higher-level officials helping their friends
climb the bureaucracy.
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Overview

1. Background and Data

2. Results

3. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty

4. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared Background and

Promotion

5. Conclusion
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Background and Data
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I. Background and Data
A. The Organization of the Chinese Polity

▶ Central Committee is a political body that comprises the top
leaders of the Communist Party.

▶ The number of Central Committee members fluctuates from term to
term, it has had approximately 200 members in each term since the
early 1970s.

▶ Membership: national leaders, chief officers(e.g., the
Organization Department and the Propaganda Department), heads of
ministries, provincial governors and party secretaries, chief
military officers, and leaders from eight “People’s
Organizations”.

• Alternate members: lack voting rights, serve as replacements for
full members of the Central Committee who die or are otherwise
removed from office during the term, themselves generally high-ranking
provincial or city officials, are promoted to full membership at
relatively high rates.

• Full members: eligible for Central Committee election is not
well defined, nor is the candidate list made public.
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I. Background and Data
A. The Organization of the Chinese Polity

▶ Politburo members: 25 top leaders selected from the
membership of the Central Committee at its first convening.

▶ A small number of additional members are also elected during later
Central Committee meetings to replace Politburo members lost to
death, removed due to corruption, or purged for political
reasons (especially during the Cultural Revolution).

▶ we will include all Politburo members selected at any point
during a term as new members, and will code their connections
based on the composition of the Politburo at the time of selection.



11/41

Background and Data Results Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared Background and Promotion Conclusion

I. Background and Data
A. The Organization of the Chinese Polity

▶ Politburo selection follows a “single candidate election rule”

▶ Nominally speaking, the Central Committee is elected by the
National Congress and the Politburo elected by the Central Committee.

▶ In practice, the composition of both bodies is determined before any
ballots are cast.

▶ The process is driven by the Politburo (in particular the Standing
Committee).

▶ Central Committee from alternate to full membership.

▶ In the early part of our sample, the Central Committee “election”
followed a single candidate rule.

▶ While in 1987 the candidate list expanded relative to the number
of positions, the “inner party democracy” that this introduced.

▶ The process is conducted and controlled by the Politburo (Politburo
Standing Committee forms a set of search groups which are sent
across the country to identify promising candidates. Winnowed down
to a shorter “primary list” that goes forward to final selection).
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I. Background and Data
A. The Organization of the Chinese Polity

▶ Summarize:

▶ The selection of the slate of formal Politburo nominees is secretive.

▶ The incumbent Politburo controls the process.

▶ Similarly controls the generation of the Central Committee candidate
list.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Our analysis requires background information on the full set of
Central Committee members (including the small subset that
are Politburo members).

▶ Database: People’s Daily Online list of Central Committee members.

▶ Information going back to the 7th term (1945-1956).
▶ place of birth, year of birth, and detailed education and work history.
▶ Via Political Elites of the Communist Party of China.
▶ A few candidates from the 9th and 10th term election

cycles(1969-1973 and 1973-1977) not contained in the database,
instead lower-level officials elected to the Central Committee.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Main outcome measure

▶ Elected it——an indicator variable denoting that candidate i was
selected for term t of the Politburo.

▶ Elected it = 1——for all individuals elected during term t regardless
of when during the term they are selected.

▶ Politburo members at term t-1 are eligible for membership also at term
t, we omit them from our analysis, as they are generally reelected
unless of retirement age.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Measure shared backgrounds between Central Committee
members(full set) and incumbent Politburo members

▶ CityTie=1——candidate i for Politburo term t to be
hometown-connected if there exists at least one Politburo member at
term t-1. From the eighth term(1956-1969) onward (lagged
observations of the Politburo), end with the nineteenth
term(2017–2022).

▶ CollegeTie——Central Committee and Politburo members’
undergraduate institutions, for the 8th through 9th terms. Candidates
without a college degree——CollegeTie = 0(highest level of
education).

▶ Shared work background——both worked in the same
organization/department in the same prefecture.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Controls

▶ Military——whether a Central Committee member is a military
officer.

▶ 4 Leaders——an individual is the party secretary of one of the
directly controlled municipalities of Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin, or
is the party secretary of Guangdong.

▶ Province——provincial governors and party secretaries.
▶ Princeling——whether any of the candidate’s parents or

parents-in-law ever served in the Politburo.
▶ Princeling——whether any of the candidate’s parents or

parents-in-law ever served in the Politburo.
▶ hometown, workplace, and college fixed effects—— capture

average differences in the rate of Politburo selection as a function of
these background characteristics.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Sample——1,273 distinct candidates
▶ 654（appear only once），409（twice），210（three or more times）.
▶ PriorCandidacies——the number of previous terms an

individual appeared as a (non-Politburo) member of the Central
Committee.

▶ Longer tenured Central Committee members，higher likelihood of
success.
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I. Background and Data
B. Data

▶ Some patterns in the data

▶ College attendance. e.g. Tsinghua University: Politburo
members(12.2%). Central Committee candidates(5%). Positive
selection on education as one rises through the bureaucracy.

▶ Work histories. e.g. Xi. Individuals on a fast track through the
bureaucracy will be assigned to more prestigious postings in
expectation of rapid promotion.

▶ Hierarchical ranking of birthplace prefectures. e.g. Huang Gang
prefecture, Changsha, Shanghai.
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Results



20/41

Background and Data Results Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared Background and Promotion Conclusion

II. Results

Elected it = β × Connection c
it + γc + ωt + ϵit

▶ Connection c
it ——candidate i was connected to at least one incumbent

Politburo member via connection type. c ∈ { CityTie, CollegeTie,
WorkTie }.

▶ 219 hometown fixed effects. 264 college fixed effects. 305 workplace
fixed effects.

▶ ωt——term fixed effect.

▶ ϵit——an error term clustered at the candidate-level.
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II. Results
▶ Column 1: 6.20% points less likely.
▶ Column 2: 10.90% points less likely.
▶ Column 3: Reject. As a result of the very common career trajectories

of leading politicians. Relative unimportance of shared work
background.
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II. Results

▶ Column 4: CityorCollegeTie——either CityTie = 1 or CollegeTie =
1.−0.074.

▶ Columns 5–8: Include additional candidate-level controls.
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II. Results

▶ One concern is that the inclusion of group fixed effects may
create a mechanical negative relationship between connections
and selection.

▶ A group: term t—no connections ==> term t+1—connections.

▶ This bias may be exacerbated by the fixed effects, which
emphasize the within-group variation in connections.

▶ Analyze a subsample of the data that includes only the
candidate-term observations when an individual first appears in the
Central Committee.
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II. Results

▶ The connections penalty for hometown and college ties are somewhat
diminished.
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Heterogeneity in the Connections
Penalty
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
A. Potential Explanations for the Connections Penalty

▶ Describe three main classes of explanations for the connections
penalty:

▶ 1. Anti-Factionalist Ideology: Given Mao’s particularly strong
anti-factionalist writings, variation in the strength of the connections
penalty over time.

▶ 2. Intra-Group Competition:
• Politburo members with shared backgrounds may compete for status

and resources.
• Competition is more intense among individuals within a group at more

comparable levels of seniority. Less concerned with the promotion.
• A stronger connection penalty for non-PSC connections relative

to PSC connections.
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
A. Potential Explanations for the Connections Penalty

▶ Describe three main classes of explanations for the connections
penalty:

▶ 3. Quotas or Inter-Group Competition
• Limit any individual faction within the government from gaining

too much power.
• Already-prevalent groups should have a higher connections

penalty.
• Look at heterogeneity based on the prevalence of groups:

whether a group has more than one member, or is the largest group.
• Compare the penalty from connections to incumbents who remain

in the new Politburo, versus members who retire(not affect quotas
or between-group power-sharing) when the new Politburo is formed.
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
B. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty: Results

▶ Examining how the connections penalty varies as a function of the
seniority of incumbent Politburo members.

▶ The larger penalty for connections to more junior Politburo members
——officials within a group viewing others at a comparable level as
potential competitors.
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
B. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty: Results

▶ Quota-based explanations for the connections penalty:
▶ 1. A group’s prevalence among Politburo incumbents.
▶ column 1-3: Hometowns and colleges with two or more ties in a given

term.
▶ column 4-6: Candidates who share their hometown with the most

commonly represented hometown among Politburo
incumbents in a given term.
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
B. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty: Results

▶ Quota-based explanations for the connections penalty:

▶ 2. Whether incumbent Politburo member retires in the next term
▶ Similar negative coef.cients for both retiring and non-retiring Politburo

members
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III. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty
B. Heterogeneity in the Connections Penalty: Results

▶ Explore how the connections penalty varies over time:
▶ Column1-2: three (roughly equal) time periods: Mao (terms 7–11),

Deng (terms 12–14), and postDeng (terms 15–19).
▶ Column4-5: Jiang (terms 15 and 16), Hu (terms 17 and 18), and Xi

(term 19).
▶ The patterns over time indicate that the connections penalty was far

stronger under Mao.
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Comparison to Earlier Estimates on
Shared Background and Promotion
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Our results stand in sharp contrast to the connections benefit
documented in earlier work.

▶ Reproducing the central result of earlier papers in our data.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Relative to shared city and college background, there is a more
positive pairwise association between overlapping work
experiences and Politburo selection.

▶ Workplace assignments are endogenous, and the result of an official’s
career potential.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ WorkTie , CityTie , or CollegeTie is equal to 1
▶ Relative to shared city and college background, there is a more

positive pairwise association between overlapping work
experiences and Politburo selection.

▶ Workplace assignments are endogenous, and the result of an official’s
career potential.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Further isolate the role that group fixed effects play in our
estimated connections penalty.

▶ The extent to which our results differ because we throw out
between-group variation entirely.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Further isolate the role that group fixed effects play in our
estimated connections penalty.

▶ The extent to which our results differ because we throw out
between-group variation entirely.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Consider whether the level of candidates in the Party hierarchy also
affects our estimated connections penalty.

▶ Examine the role of shared background in the promotion of Central
Committee alternates to full membership in the Central Committee.
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IV. Comparison to Earlier Estimates on Shared
Background and Promotion

▶ Less systematic data available on Central Committee alternates.
▶ Able to provide a direct measure of candidate popularity, based on the

number of votes received during the Central Committee election.
▶ Central Committee alternates come from a somewhat wider range of

educational backgrounds than those with full membership.
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Conclusion
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V. Conclusion

▶ Among candidates for China’s Politburo, those with hometown or
college ties to incumbent Politburo members are less likely to be
elected.

▶ We examine heterogeneity in the connections penalty, and observe
that it is much stronger for ties to more junior Politburo
members, which suggests that competition among officials with
shared backgrounds may at least partly explain our main results.

▶ Observe a similar connections penalty for ties to retiring and
non-retiring Politburo members argues against quota-based
explanations.

▶ Contrast with those of earlier papers, use of within-versus
between-group variation, can help to explain our findings of a
connections penalty.
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