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Abstract 

To repress or accommodate protests is a fundamental problem that political leaders 

face, especially in authoritarian regimes. The literature on state repression mostly focuses on 

how factors such as protest characteristics and government resources influence protest 

outcomes. Departing from this literature, my thesis understands repression and 

accommodation as choices that political leaders make with their own ends in mind. Building 

on the literature on political selection, which takes career advancement as the main 

motivation of leaders, the thesis analyzes choices at the subnational level in China and 

investigates how heterogeneity in self-evaluated career prospects of local communist party 

leaders shapes their choices. The thesis employs distance to the age ceiling for promotion, age 

at taking office, and years in office to measure the promotion stress local party leaders 

experience. The thesis proposes that promotion stress encourages leaders to embrace career 

risks that the repression choice entails. Estimating logit models with fixed effects, the thesis 

finds that: (1) at the deputy provincial level, party leaders close to the age ceiling choose 

repression more than do young and promising party leaders; and (2) at the city level, party 

leaders who take up office at an age young enough that promotion is possible but still old 

enough to handicap them for ultimate promotion to the provincial level choose repression 

more compared with older party leaders with effectively no chance to reach the provincial 

level. The findings confirm the theorized pattern: stressed “losers” repress more at both levels 

and secure “winners” repress less at the deputy provincial level. The thesis contributes to our 
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understanding of the repression choice and brings new nuance to our understanding of the 

impact of political selection institutions on governance choices.  
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1.Introduction 

At the end of 2017, a severe fire took 19 lives in an urbanizing village in Beijing. 

Urbanizing villages in China are as densely populated with poorly paid migrants and lack 

necessary infrastructure including lifelines. The Beijing city government responded with a tough 

solution: In the cold of winter, it launched a 40-day campaign aiming at evicting residents living in 

sub-safety-standard apartments. The implementation of the evictions faced strong resistance: the 

government was essentially asking migrants to leave Beijing, because they could only afford to 

live in dangerous and unpleasant housing.  

On the other hand, however, city officials in Beijing also had no room to step back. A 

leaked video of Cai Qi, Beijing’s communist party leader, reflects how local officials are pressured 

to take decisive actions to signal political loyalty in face of crisis. In an internal meeting, Cai 

harshly criticized his subordinates for not daring to evict male residents (for fear of physical 

confrontations) and urged them to be prepared to conduct evictions in brutal ways.  

Cai’s distinction as a loyal local leader might have contributed to his ultimate promotion 

to the Standing Committee of the Communist Party Politburo, the institution of supreme power in 

China. However, the incident and subsequent promotion suggest a theoretical puzzle: Is being 

more repressive a desired attribute that is highly evaluated and systematically enhances career 

advancement in an authoritarian regime, or is Cai’s story highly personalized, with no 

generalizable result?  
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Scholars of political selection in China do not seem to believe a career advancement story 

that includes repression and promotion. Although they agree on the theoretical importance of 

stability maintenance for career advancement as a “priority target with veto power” (一票否决) 

(Wang & Minzner, 2015), little research has incorporated stability concerns in the empirical 

analysis of promotion. Political selection scholars, who think from the perspective of institutional 

design and focus on how incentives are created by institutions, have a good reason to discredit the 

story of advancement through repression because the wrong incentive for local agents is created if 

repression is clearly praised: local officials will repress all protests, even when there are smarter 

ways that create fewer grievances. The regime ultimately pays for the increasingly likely backlash 

that would result from the abuse of repression.  

The conclusion is consistent when thinking from local leaders’1 perspective: If local 

leaders are completely unaccountable rent-seekers who can always free-ride on the central 

government for stability maintenance, what prevents them from choosing repression, the cheaper 

choice, in all circumstances? Centralized power over personnel and the fact that local leaders are 

motivated by career concerns prevent local leaders from abusing repression, rather than 

encouraging repression in a systematic way. Therefore, although sometimes (as in the motivating 

story) higher levels may appreciate the choice of repression, the general relation between 

repression and promotion is expected to be mixed and neutral. Thinking in this way, how the 

 
1 In this thesis, local leaders refer to two types of officials: the head of local communist party 

organization, also known as local party leader; and the head of local governments, for example, 

governor and mayor.  
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higher levels government evaluate the choice of repression and why local leaders choose 

repression or accommodation seems to be a completely case-by-case calculation. 

Anticipating theoretical difficulty described above, this thesis argues that it’s nonetheless 

possible to theorize the general pattern of how local political elites choose between repression and 

accommodation. It’s true that choosing repression makes no sense as a strategy to increase 

promotion chances on average. However, as if choosing repression is sometimes appreciated, there 

are risk-takers who are willing to make that choice. Moreover, it’s possible to theorize 

characteristics of the risk-takers and empirically test if they do choose more repression. This is the 

core argument of the thesis.  

In the context of political selection, risk-takers are assumed to be “losers” in the yardstick 

competition. They are still motivated by career concerns but anticipate that they are losing the 

game. They are expected to repress and “roll the dice”: although it’s possible to make their 

superiors dislike them more by choosing repression, they have nothing to lose in this situation. By 

contrast, secure and promising “winners” prefer to reduce risks and maintain their advantage by 

choosing accommodation. I use local communist party leaders’ self-evaluated career prospects to 

identify the two kinds of local leaders. 

To theorize further, the difference between the self-evaluation as “winner” or “loser” is 

about the career-related stress local leaders experience. Leaders in different situations are driven 

by political or promotion incentives to different extents. Most of the political selection literature, 

which focuses on promotion as the dependent variable, does not carefully discuss the 

heterogeneity. The conventional strategy is that as long as we observe A is correlated with 
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promotion and assume that local leaders are politically driven, we can assume local leaders will do 

A. Several researchers have paid attention to the heterogeneity of promotion incentives and base 

their analysis on the calculation underlying the choice of A or not (Li and Yu, 2022). This thesis is 

a continuation of the latter way of analyzing. 

The rest of the thesis is organized as follows. Section 2 review the literature. Section 3 

presents my theory and hypotheses. Section 4 presents data, measures, and exploratory analysis. 

Section 5 presents my main empirical analysis and discusses results. Section 6 concludes. 
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2. Literature review 

The introduction shows the choice between repression and accommodation is an 

important but understudied topic in the field of political selection. In literature reviews, the 

thesis first inquires how behavior of local leaders is understood in topics other than stability 

maintenance and see whether their behavior logic in other field have implications for local 

officials’ behaving logics in stability maintaining affairs. The thesis also reviews how 

repression in understood in political violence literature to see factors other than career 

incentives that is related to the choice of repression. 

2.1 Explanations of heterogeneous motives and behaviors 

Political selection, “how individuals are selected to political office” (Manion,2023), is 

an important tool for the principal to wield power and implement its desired policy in a 

Weberian bureaucracy where officials are mainly career-oriented. Characterized as a highly 

institutionalized mechanism, political selection institutions with a set of merit-based criteria 

in China have long been considered as promoting benevolent and development-centered 

behaviors of Chinese local leaders. 

Foundational research on yardstick competitions in economic performance (Maskin, 

Qian & Xu, 2000; Li & Zhou,2005) points out how preferences of the party center in Beijing 

are realized through the political selection institutions it devised. To explain China’s 

economic miracle, Li and Zhou (2005) assume the party center has a one-dimensional 

economy growth-centered preference and illustrate how the selection standard produces 

homogeneous GDP-growth-seeking behaviors among Chinese local leaders. 
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Later research disagrees with foundational research on that all local leaders are 

motivated equally and behave in similar ways from three perspectives. First, the party center 

has more than one target and can use different selection standards in localities with different 

characteristics, which creates locality-based heterogeneity. For example, the party center 

values both stability and economic development, and it can give different priorities to 

different provinces to adapt to diversified local situations. Bulman (2016) shows local leaders 

are praised for stability maintenance in poorer provinces and economic development in 

wealthier provinces. Similarly, high-level can assign different priority to economy 

development and environmental protection across their jurisdictions. Zuo (2015) provides 

subnational evidence that Guangdong province divided cities into “ecological development 

zones” and “prioritized development zones” and weighted environmental protections more in 

the former category. 

Second, even if there is only one selection standard, local leaders may respond to it 

differently based on different individual characteristics. Local leaders are only motivated to 

follow political selection criteria when they have reasonable chances to get ahead. Otherwise, 

they are lured to spoils and corrupt gains. In addition, variance can be found among politically 

motivated officials because they can be motivated to different extents. Some exogenously 

determined characteristics of officials reflects different degrees of promotion incentive 

officials face.  

Age is an exogenous factor influencing promotion likelihood, and local leaders with 

different prospects are motivated to a different extent. In China, age ceilings for promotion 
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and mandatory retirement ages are employed as a part of the cadre rejuvenation policy, which 

aims at kicking out older generations from influencing policy. Generally, officials past age 

ceilings are not qualified for further promotion, and their promotion incentives are dampened 

(Landry, 2008; Jiang, 2018). Further, Kou and Tsai (2014) point out that the time tension 

between age ceilings and five-year terms in each post makes promotions to high positions 

impossible. Pang, Keng, and Zhong (2018) show that selected local leaders on the “fast track” 

stay in one post for a shorter time and are more likely to climb to higher positions. Li and Yu 

(2023) use a RD design to show that city party leaders put more effort into collecting taxes 

when entering the last term before their age ceilings. Existing studies suggest that “age” or 

“time horizons” of local leaders strongly shapes their incentives and behaviors. I treat time-

related stress as a key dimension in distinguishing heterogeneous incentives of local chief 

officials and use a set of age-related stress to identify promising “winners” and stressful 

“losers” in this paper.  

In addition to age, local leaders may favor local interests if they work in their 

birthplaces or work in provinces for a long time. Persson and Zhuravskaya (2016) show that 

provincial party leaders promoted from within the province invest more in education and 

healthcare and less in infrastructure construction compared with outsiders. 

Third, connections are usually considered as an alternative mechanism that leads to 

promotion, and this logic promotes scholars to pay attention to diversified political logics 

dominating at different government levels, which creates different incentives for local leaders. 

Landry, Lü, and Duan (2018) investigate standards of political selection at three levels of 
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local governments and find fulfilling requirements the party center wants (economic 

development) functions at lower levels of government, while evidence for both competence 

and loyalty is weak at higher levels. The analysis suggests that local leaders can make diverse 

choices based on their different levels of office and according to the different political logics. 

Connections can also produce heterogeneity in local leaders’ behaviors because 

political incentives are created to different extents for connected and unconnected officials. 

Jiang (2018) finds that connected officials have better economic performance possibly 

because they are more motivated by a promising future. I hypothesize that connections 

encourage local leaders to prioritize the most salient target at expense of risks because risks 

can be mitigated through the patronage network. In Jiang’s (2018) case, connected officials 

might achieve better economic performance by conducting bold reforms and aggressive 

development plans, which might cause oppositions and unrests.  

2.2 Repression as a result or repression as a choice 

In the repression literature focusing on China, scholars generally understand 

“repression” as the result of events and focus on objective factors that predict the likelihood 

of repression.  

Much existing research on repression takes society as the point of departure: it 

analyzes how characteristics of protests determine accommodation or repression outcomes. 

Protest issues, protest size, social class of protestors, and violence used by protestors are 

determinants frequently used by scholars thinking from social perspectives (Li,2019; 

Göbel,2021; Chen & Cai, 2021).  
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Other research considers the question from the perspective of the state. In a game 

theoretical study, Gregory et al. (2011) illustrates when enemies in society are sufficiently 

large, changing policy to a point closer to citizens’ ideal point is worthwhile compared with 

the labor loss when using massive repression. Variation across locality has also been studied. 

Xu (2021) shows that increasing digital surveillance capacity in China enables the regime to 

implement targeted repression and reduce universal redistribution. Tsai (2021) shows when 

county leaders hold more positions concurrently, fewer protests occur because protestors 

anticipate they are more likely to be repressed. Li and Elfstrom (2021) inquire into variation 

across localities by focusing on the heterogeneous repression capacities of different cities. 

They also investigate how the party center influences local choices of repression or 

accommodation.  

Both types of research neglect that repression is a choice that political actors make, or 

they assume different decision makers have the same goal or there is only one player – the 

dictator. Assuming away the heterogeneity across different decision makers, “how political 

actors think” is no different from “what political actors face”. In this situation, the function of 

responses to protests has been programmed well and leaders do nothing more than press the 

“run” button regardless of who they are and how they think. What’s more, what is the shared 

same goal of political actors is vague in existing studies. Why do more unconstrained county 

leaders tend to be more repressive (Tsai, 2021)? Do Xu (2021) and Li and Elfstrom (2021) 

imply that local leaders (or the dictator) choose repression as much as they can handle out of 
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“fund saving” concerns? If this is a correct interpretation, how do local leaders politically 

consider the choice between repression and accommodation? 

Ma (2019) makes the closest effort to the goal of my thesis. He uses a case study to 

show the strategic behaviors of local officials: when the autonomy over administrative power 

and discretion on financial use is violated in a proposed jurisdiction-merge, local leaders 

choose not to repress and even connive with protestors to pressure and stop upper 

governments. My thesis builds on the insights of this case study by proposing a theoretical 

framework explaining how heterogeneous preference of political elites have varying effect on 

the choice between repression and accommodation and I test implications of my theory 

quantitatively with a large protest dataset. 
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3. Theory and hypothesis 

To address the choice of repression or accommodation, I propose a framework 

focusing on the heterogeneity of career prospects and stress among local chief executives. 

Repression in this thesis means “responsive” rather than “preemptive” repression which 

prevents protests through spying, warning, and detaining protestors before they take action 

(Truex, 2019; Steinhardt, 2021). The thesis is more interested in how local chief officials 

make choices given protests have broken out. Stability maintenance is not only about the 

choice between repression and accommodation. An important aspect of stability maintenance 

is to reduce the total observed number of protests, which can be done through redistributive 

policy and preemptive repression. The theoretical interest of the thesis is to know how local 

leaders do with protests if protests break out and force local leaders to choose one between 

arresting and beating protesters or just surrendering. The dramatic decision reflects careful 

consideration.  

3.1 Bringing in the “choice” of repression. 

Political selection literature has shown how local chief officials make strategic 

choices for their end. When upper levels request conflicting goals simultaneously, economic 

development and environmental protection for example, chief officials at lower levels choose 

to prioritize the most measurable one or stop putting effort on both tasks if strong 

punishments are implemented to avoid making things worse. Similarly, Wallace (2016) shows 

local chief executives use data falsification in turnover years. 
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However, in the literature on repression in China, local leaders are considered as 

strictly responding to the central command of “maintaining social stability as much as 

possible,” instead of making a choice for their own benefits. Local leaders are thought to 

behave like “good types” who have exactly the same preferences as the party center in Beijing. 

All principle-agent problems the party center suffers in other fields disappear in repression 

issues. This faulty assumption serving as the base of the repression literature is a result of 

misinterpretation of “priority targets with veto power” (一票否决) political selection criteria 

for stability maintenance (Wang & Minzner, 2015). Even with an assumption that local 

leaders can be hold accountable, strong punishment is not a fundamental way for solving the 

principal-agent problem, because neither misaligned interests nor an information deficit of 

principal can be solved by imposing strong punishment. Ma’s (2019) paper is a good 

illustration of the logic. 

To bringing the choice between repression and accommodation, which means how 

local chief officials make decisions for their own benefits, variations of their preferences 

should exist. Section 3.2 shows how local leaders can consider the choice between repression 

and accommodation differently.  

3.2 Heterogeneity of self-evaluated career prospects 

As discussed in literature review, the age ceiling for promotion and mandatory 

retirement ages in China makes age a good predictor of the career prospect of local chief 

officials. Figure 4 shows how promotion chance peaks a few years before the age ceiling for 

promotion in the period my data covers. In recent political selection literature explaining the 
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chance of promotion, age is usually included as a control variable without much theoretical 

implications.  

Instead of treating age merely as a control, the thesis understands age as reflecting 

local leaders’ self-evaluated career prospects. I identify three types of leaders by their age: 

local leaders who pass the age ceiling is no longer motivated by the promotion incentives; 

local leaders approaching age ceiling who are pressured by the time constraint and young 

officials who are promising and secure.  

3.3 Diversified risk attitudes 

The three different groups -- relaxed officials close to retirement, stressful officials 

close to their age ceilings, and secure young officials -- behave in different ways. For clear 

evaluation targets, such as tax collection, local leaders approaching age ceilings will make 

more effort on it without doubts, as shown by Li and Yu (2023). However, as discussed in the 

introduction, and demonstrated in exploratory analysis, being more repressive is not rewarded 

with promotion on average. Will stressed local leaders choose it? 

The theory predicts that stressed local leaders who are close to age ceilings will 

choose more repression. The insignificant net effect of choosing repression does not mean 

performance evaluations ignore whether leaders are more or less repressive. It’s possible that 

choosing repression helps some officials because it attracts attention and proves their loyalty 

and decisiveness but undermines others of the same age because of backlash of repression or 

choosing repression for certain events is considered unnecessary and incompetent by upper 

governments. However, the group close to the age ceiling is on average expected to choose 
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repression more compared with younger age groups because local leaders approaching age 

ceilings have passed the period that they are most likely to be promoted and they are going to 

lose the final chance. They have nothing to lose by taking risks. 

Younger local leaders are expected to repress less to reduce risks and maintain their 

age advantage. The theory does not have a prediction about local leaders who have passed 

their age ceiling. It’s possible that being free from promotion incentives, they demonstrate 

more rent-seeking behavior and repress to save funds. It’s also possible that they just want a 

“safe landing.” Hypothesis 1 is summarized from the discussion above. 

Hypothesis 1: Local leaders approaching their age ceilings choose more repression 

compared to younger leaders. 

The career-related stress is not only related to distance to age ceiling. Local leaders 

can gauge their careers prospect even at a relatively young age.  

Hypothesis 2: Local leaders being promoted at relative old ages choose more repression 

compared to officials promoted to the same rank at younger ages. 
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4. Data and Measures 

4.1 Data 

By combining protest data compiled by Göbel (2021),2 biographical data of Chinese local 

leaders compiled by Li and Manion (2022), city socioeconomic data compiled from China City 

Statistical Yearbook3, and state capacity data gathered by Chang and Wang (2023),4 I create an 

original cross-sectional dataset with protest events as the level of analysis and focus on the role of 

party leaders5 facing protests in their jurisdictions. Party leaders in 15 deputy provincial cities 

have a higher age ceiling compared with party leaders in prefecture-level cities. They may be 

motivated differently because of different positions in the state hierarchy.6 I divide the initial 

 
2 The protest data complied by Göbel is based on Wickedonna, a protest news archive with 74,425 events 

between July 2013 and June 2016, created by two journalists, Lu Yuyu and Li Tingyu. Göbel’s data cover 

74,416 events from Wickedonna, with 3,138 missing values on the size of protests.  

3 Prefectural autonomous regions of ethnic minorities are not included in the city socioeconomic data. 

Since repression may demonstrate different patterns in autonomous regions, it’s reasonable to exclude 

them from the analysis. 

4 The county-level counts collected by Chang and Wang and used in the thesis are based on Baidu Map 

in 2015. 

5 I choose to only focus on the role of party leaders instead of mayors for two reasons. First, protests are 

inherently political; therefore, I assume it’s party leaders’ responsibility to ultimately decide on 

resolutions for protests. Second, the career-driven repression anticipated by the theory is more likely to 

be true for party leaders. The next position for party leaders is one level above, with a higher age ceiling. 

However, the next position for mayors is usually party leader at the same level of the state hierarchy, 

with the same age ceiling, which means the promotion cannot prolong mayors’ careers and therefore 

motivates them less. 

6 The Chinese government is organized in a hierarchy of five levels (central, provincial, city, county, and 

township governments), in which a lower level is affiliated to and monitored by a local government one 

level above. This thesis focuses on “city” level. Among 332 cities, 15 big cities are administratively 

deputy provincial level, which makes local leaders half a level higher than other city leaders. The 

remaining 317 cities are called prefectural-level cities in the thesis. The 5 provincial-level centrally 

administrated cities are excluded from analysis.  
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dataset by administrative rank of cities and create two datasets: protests faced by deputy provincial 

party leaders and protests faced by prefectural-level party leaders.  

4.2 Independent and dependent variables 

I construct three age-related independent variables as measures for the “career-related 

stress” local party leaders experience. The first measure is entry age,7 which refers to party leaders’ 

age when they assume the position under analysis. This time-invariant measure captures the idea 

of foresighted party leaders who think about their promotion several years later from the first 

moment. It’s also possible that since party leaders cannot predict well how the choice of repression 

is evaluated, they try to compete for less ambiguous targets such as economic development in the 

early years of a term and are pressured and try everything they can when they approach the age 

ceiling but still see no signal of promotion. To capture this possibility, I create a second measure, 

“age group”, a categorical variable with three categories. “Close to age ceiling” is the category of 

interest and its definition determines how the other two categories are defined. The upper bound 

age of “close to age ceiling” is fixed at 57 for deputy provincial party leaders and 54 for 

prefectural-level party leaders (Manion, 2023). 8 To reduce the arbitrariness of the age category 

division, I try five different lower bounds of “close to age ceiling”: from 1 year younger than the 

age ceiling to 5 years younger. “Past age ceiling” category comprises party leaders older than the 

 
7 Li and Yu (2023) use entry age as the proxy for prefectural party leaders’ time horizon for their career 

and describe how promotion chances go down as entry age is higher, which supports the use of this 

measure in my thesis. 

8 The de jure maximum age for promotion is 58 for deputy provincial party leaders and 55 for 

prefectural-level party leaders. Considering the organizational department usually have a conversation 

with officials to inform them of their promotion result before the formal decision is made, I set the 

upper bound of “close to age ceiling” category at one year younger than the de jure age ceiling to 

capture the idea of stress and the strong promotion incentive. 
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upper bound of “close to age ceiling” category. “Young officials” category is officials younger 

than the lower bound. A continuous age variable is also employed as a complement for similar 

purpose. The third core independent variable measuring stress is number of years officials have 

spent in their current post. As Pan (2019) suggests, local leaders act differently in their late tenure 

compared with early tenure. Local party leaders may feel growing stress as they stay longer in one 

post, especially when they are in their last term before the age ceiling (Li and Yu, 2022). Taking 

Göbel’s (2021) standard, the dependent variable “repression” is defined as arrest and physical 

attack on protestors. 

4.3 Controls 

To gauge the altruistic motivation of party leaders, I create two variables “in home 

province” and “in home city” to check if officials’ jurisdictions match their places of birth. I 

assume party leaders have more sympathy for people in the same province where they were born. 

“In county” is a binary variable that identifies whether protests happened in counties, which are 

out of city chief leaders’ direct control. The variable is created by identifying whether there is any 

county name information in protest posts, no such information is assumed as a protest in cities. 

Relative revenue growth and GDP growth are calculated by standardizing cities’ revenue and GDP 

growth9 in the provinces they are in, which measures a party leader’s repression-unrelated 

competitiveness in the yardstick competition of promotion (Landry, Lü, and Duan, 2018). Party 

leaders with different degrees of advantage or disadvantage in competing for more regular targets 

of evaluation may show different tendencies to risk and the choice of repression. Prefectural level 

 
9 Revenue growth is the proportional growth of the local-created revenue, which is calculated by taking 

transfer from upper governments (转移支付) from total revenue (一般公共预算收入). 
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count of governmental institutions10 is summed from Chang and Wang’s data (2023) and used as a 

proxy for local state capacity, which influences party leaders’ choice of repression if they worry 

backlash of repression can grow out of their control. Using a similar standard as Göbel (2021), I 

control for protest size and protest issues. I also control for leaders’ gender, log GDP per capita 

and log city populations because these factors can possibly influence the choice of repression.  

4.4 Summary Statistics 

Summary statistics for the two datasets on deputy provincial and prefectural level local 

party leaders are shown in Tables 1 and 2. Figure 1 displays the bivariate relation between 

repression and age. In the left plot for protests in deputy provincial cities, the proportion of 

repression rises to around the age 54, when the count of total events drops and the count of 

repression changes only a little. In the right plot for protests in prefectural level cities, the 

proportion of repression decreases when it comes to 50s, where the count of total event surge to 

four times while the count of repression only increases to two to three times. To have a clearer 

understanding of the relation between repression and age, I present the percentage of the choice of 

repression by age group in Table 3. To see whether the pattern is driven by arbitrary division of 

age group, the result for “close to age ceiling” with wider range is showed in Table 4. 

Both in Table 3 and Table 4, deputy provincial party leaders choose repression more 

frequently when they are approaching their age ceilings. This is consistent with the theory because 

“close to age ceiling” group are more stressed about their promotion; therefore, they choose 

 
10 The total number of governmental institutions, instead of the number per capita is used because I take 

Chang and Wang’s (2023) “scale of economy” argument: few governmental institutions can work 

effectively and efficiently in populated areas. 
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repression to distinguish themselves. However, a monotonically decreasing relation between 

repression and age group is reflected for prefectural party leaders, which needs further explanation. 

The binary relationship between repression and entry age is plotted in Figure 2. The relation for 

deputy provincial party leaders is similar to predictions: party leaders who enter later repress more. 

The pattern is less obvious for prefectural-level party leaders. 

 

Figure 1: The distribution of protest events by age and repression choice for deputy 

provincial party leaders (left) and prefectural party leaders (right). 

Table 1: Summary statistics of protests deputy provincial cities 

categorical variables values Count 

repression 
repress 2875 

accommodate 10169 

age group(1y) 

young officials 3952 

close to age ceiling 1576 

pass the age ceiling 7516 

protests in county 
in county 5047 

not in county 7997 

gender of party 

leaders 

female 482 

male 12562 

protests in home 

province 

in home province 6130 

not in home province 6914 

continuous variables min mean max 

count of governmental institutions 3111 10729 19605 

relative GDP growth -5.8 8.27 13.79 

age 49 54.82 60 

entry age 44 52.38 56 

population 196.8 714.8 1399 
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size of protestors 0 273.7 45306 

Note: “count” is the count of protest events with traits on its left.  

 

Table 2: Summary statistics of prefectural level cities 

categorical variables values count 

repression 
repress 12311 

accommodate 37339 

age group(1y) 

young officials 22233 

close to age ceiling 5126 

pass the age ceiling 22291 

protests in county 
in county 26282 

not in county 23368 

gender of party 

leaders 

female 2675 

male 46975 

protests in home 

province 

in home province 32240 

not in home province 16486 

continuous variables min mean max 

count of governmental institutions 1 3619 12917 

relative GDP growth -19.38 8.166 23.96 

age 38 53.34 62 

entry age 38 51.72 59 

population 37.9 418.9 1259 

size of protestors 0 202.9 50419 

Note: “count” is the count of protest events traits on its left. 

 

Table 3: Percentage of the choice of repression by age group. 

 deputy provincial prefectural 
 accommodation repression accommodation repression 

young officials 78.3 21.7 73.9 26.1 

close to age ceiling 74.4 25.6 75.7 24.3 

past age ceiling 78.7 21.3 76.4 23.6 

Note: “close to age ceiling” is defined as covering one year younger than age ceiling. 

 

Table 4: Percentage of the choice of repression by age group. 

 deputy provincial prefectural 
 accommodation repression accommodation repression 

young officials 80.0 20.1 71.8 28.2 

close to age ceiling 76.4  23.6  74.8  25.3 

past age ceiling 78.7  21.3  76.4  23.6  

Note: “close to age ceiling” is defined as covering five years younger than age ceiling. 
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Figure 2: The distribution of protest events by entry age and repression choice for 

deputy provincial party leaders (left) and prefectural party leaders (right). 

4.5 Validity of analysis 

Three preconditions should be tested to determine whether the result of the analysis 

can be interpreted in expected ways. First, since protest event is the level of analysis, it’s vital 

to inquire about the spatial distribution of protest events and consider whether my result is 

severely biased. Second, although there are de jure age ceilings for promotion, how strictly 

the cadre rejuvenation policy is conducted matters because local chief officials can learn 

about the strictness and act in unexpected ways if the policy is not as strict as how it’s 

described. Third, the causal story of the thesis is only meaningful when no linear relation 

between promotion and repression can be observed. If the party center simply rewards more 

repressive leaders, even if I observe party leaders approaching the age ceiling repress more, I 

can only interpret it as putting more effort when they are pressured harder by career concerns, 

and the causal story is not relevant to taking risks and the distinction between “winners” and 

“losers” make no sense.   
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In the year 2016, the last year observed in my dataset, 94.54% (277) of all 293 

prefectural cities (excluding prefectural autonomous regions of ethnic minorities) report at 

least one protest. Figure 3 shows the ratio of the number of cities that report at least one 

protest over the number of de-jure prefectural level units in a province by province. The low 

ratios in Xinjiang, Tibet, and Qinghai partly result from the exclusion of minority clusters in 

the dataset. Centrally-administered municipalities (直辖市) are omitted because it is at the 

provincial level. Different cities have different counts of protest events, which generate 

different weights for party leaders in different cities and bias the result. City fixed effect can 

be included in the main analysis to fix the problem. To conclude, the result of the analysis can 

be considered representative for Han-ethnic majority-dominated cities. 

 

Figure 3: Percent of cities reporting protests, by province. 

To test whether the age ceiling for promotion is strictly conducted, I create a new 

cross-sectional dataset by compressing repression choice for individual protest into the 

proportion of repressed protests by city and leader and keep only one observation for each 
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party leader in the last year of his or her tenure or the last year included in the dataset, where 

their promotion result is revealed or right censored. Since the purpose here is to identify the 

largest age for observed promotion, right censor do not need to be concerned. Results shown 

in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: Likelihood of promotion, by age. 

From Figure 4, deputy provincial party leaders are under strict age ceilings for 

promotion. Between 2013 and 2016, none of the 24 unique party leaders are promoted older 

than 58. However, the situation is different for prefectural-level party leaders. From 455 

unique party leaders in this dataset, 26 officials are promoted when they are 56 or older (55 is 

the de jure age ceiling), and the oldest promotion age is 59, just one year before the 

mandatory retirement age of 60. The mandatory retirement age is also not strictly enforced for 

prefectural party leaders. The oldest retirement age observed is 62 years old. 

The different strictness of age ceilings creates very different incentives for deputy 

provincial and prefectural party leaders and the validity of my theoretical predictions. Deputy 

provincial party leaders’ choice between repression and accommodation will be close to the 

expected way. They are constrained by the cadre rejuvenation policy and are highly stressed 
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when approaching the age ceiling. However, prefectural-level party leaders are unconstrained 

by age, and they are constantly under promotion incentives if they just consider the next 

promotion to the deputy-provincial level. Although the chance of being promoted starts to 

drop at a relatively quick pace after 54, one year before the age ceiling, the long right tail 

confirms the long-lasting promotion motivation. As a result, there may be no “focal point” 

that drives all party leaders to be stressed and turn to repression from more clear and 

conventional targets of evaluation. 

To inquire whether more repressive local party leaders are rewarded with promotion, 

I make use of the data for the main analysis and conduct Cox proportional hazards regression 

models to deal with the right censored problem. The interaction term of repression rate and 

logged GDP per capita and the interaction of repression rate and logged population is 

employed for prefectural-level party leaders to test the possibility that being repressive is 

evaluated differently across cities of different characteristics. Results are shown in Table A1. 

There is no evidence supporting being more repressive is systematically rewarded with 

promotion. 
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5. Analysis 

To inquire the casual relationship between repression and age group, I use the 

following equation for logit regression:  

logit(P(Yrepressioni=1))=α1+β1age_groupi+ΓXi+εi 

Protest event, indicated by i, is the unit of analysis. The dependent variable, 

repression, is a binary variable where 1 represents the choice of repression, and 0 represents 

the choice of accommodation. The age group is the independent variable of interest measuring 

the stress party leaders experience, and β1 is the coefficient of interest. Entry age and years 

staying in the post are two alternative measures for stress. X is a matrix of control variables. 

All models in the main analysis section exclude protests that happened in counties. 

Although nearly half the observations are dropped in this way, excluding protests in counties 

better captures the theory because party leaders are the direct decision makers instead of 

being mediated by county party leaders when facing protests in cities. 

Table 5 presents the result of the stress of deputy provincial party leaders using age 

group as the independent variable.11 Model 1 is a bivariate analysis with the “close to age 

ceiling” category defined as one year before the age ceiling. Results show party leaders 

repress more frequently when approaching their age ceilings. Models 2-5 show how the 

 
11 Fixed city effect cannot be employed because the singularity issue occurs when city dummies are 

included. Penalized logit regression (lasso) is tried, and coefficients of age group and entry age are 

different from zero. Fixed region effect is employed instead, where the region is defined by the 

following standard. Harbin, Changchun, Shenyang, and Dalian are grouped into “northeastern China”; 

Guangzhou and Shenzhen are grouped into southern China; Nanjing, Hangzhou, Ningbo, and Xiamen 

are grouped into southeastern China; Jinan and Qingdao are grouped into northern China and Wuhan, 

Chengdu, and Xi’an are grouped into central and western China. 
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situation varies when “close to age ceiling” is defined as containing 1 to 5 years. The 

coefficient of the “close to age ceiling” category grows and becomes significant when the 

level covers a shorter period which is closer to the age ceiling. Party leaders one year younger 

than the age ceiling are 59% more likely to choose repression compared with party leaders 

who have more time left. Results show deputy provincial party leaders become growing 

repressive when they are closer to the age ceiling, which supports the theoretical prediction 

that they are more willing to take risks when they become more stressed. Model 7 uses the 

continuous age as an alternative measurement of time-variant stress. Age is positive and 

significant for predicting the possibility of choosing repression. Results with protests in 

counties included are shown in Table B1. Similarly, the effect of the age group is significant 

and decreases as a wider range of the “close to age ceiling” category is defined.  

“Past age ceiling” party leaders also choose more repression than young officials. 

Since the age ceiling is strict for deputy provincial party leaders, they do not repress out of 

political considerations. By contrast, monetary motivation, which includes saving financial 

resources for personal use, is a possible explanation for the higher repression likelihood of 

retiring party leaders. 

Relative GDP performance offers interesting information. Good performance in the 

economy contributes to the choice of repression, which shows that being more repressive and 

putting more effort into developing the economy are not replacing each other. An 

interpretation is that party leaders doing good in the economy, who see promotion with a fair 
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chance, are motivated more and try hard to signal loyalty by being repressive when 

approaching the age ceiling.  

Table 6 shows results when entry age and age spent in one post are used as 

independent variables. Models 1-3 show test the effect of entry age, which assumes 

foresighted local party leaders who plan their actions from the first day in position and behave 

in a consistent and time-invariant way. The coefficient of entry age is positive and significant 

in all three models, which means party leaders entering with an age disadvantage and are 

pressured by the age ceiling are more likely to choose repression throughout their time in a 

post. As estimated in model 2, party leaders entering 1 year later are 5.13% more likely to 

choose repression. Model 4-7 estimate the effect of years spent in a post for the choice of 

repression. Entry age is controlled in models 6-7 and makes years in post unrelated to the age 

ceiling and represents the proximity of the next window of possible promotion. Years in post 

in not significant when controls and fixed region effect are employed regardless of whether 

entry age is controlled. Results with protests in counties included in shown in Table B2. 
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Table 5: Logistic regression of choosing repression on age group of deputy provincial party leaders (protests in county excluded). 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

age group close to 

ceiling (1 year) 

0.386*** 

(0.105) 
0.464*** (0.116)      

age group pass the 

ceiling (1 year) 

0.256*** 

(0.097) 
0.368*** (0.113)      

age group close to 

ceiling (2 year) 
  0.366*** (0.109)     

age group pass the 

ceiling (2 year) 
  0.342*** (0.115)     

age group close to 

ceiling (3 year) 
   0.285** (0.114)    

age group pass the 

ceiling (3 year) 
   0.263** (0.111)    

age group close to 

ceiling (4 year) 
    0.223** (0.102)   

age group pass the 

ceiling (4 year) 
    0.244** (0.112)   

age group close to 

ceiling (5 year) 
     0.249** (0.106)  

age group pass the 

ceiling (5 year) 
     0.286** (0.121)  

age       0.054*** (0.016) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.453*** (0.023) 0.454*** (0.023) 0.453*** (0.023) 0.453*** (0.023) 0.452*** (0.023) 0.452*** (0.023) 
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relative gdp growth  0.135*** (0.044) 0.092** (0.044) 0.075 (0.046) 0.088* (0.045) 0.090** (0.044) 0.116*** (0.041) 

home province  -0.097 (0.082) -0.045 (0.082) -0.012 (0.083) -0.024 (0.084) -0.019 (0.084) -0.024 (0.080) 

count of gov 

institutions 
 0.00005*** 

(0.00002) 

0.00004** 

(0.00002) 

0.00004** 

(0.00002) 

0.00004** 

(0.00002) 

0.00004** 

(0.00002) 

0.0001*** 

(0.00002) 

category eviction  0.612*** (0.221) 0.622*** (0.221) 0.619*** (0.221) 0.635*** (0.221) 0.634*** (0.221) 0.633*** (0.221) 

category labor  -0.312 (0.192) -0.303 (0.192) -0.310 (0.192) -0.300 (0.192) -0.304 (0.192) -0.305 (0.192) 

category rural land  0.878*** (0.247) 0.901*** (0.247) 0.891*** (0.247) 0.898*** (0.247) 0.900*** (0.247) 0.905*** (0.247) 

Constant 
-1.567*** 

(0.097) 
-1.776 (2.879) -4.881 (3.255) -2.991 (3.094) -2.826 (3.038) -2.782 (3.010) -5.057 (3.168) 

controls N Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Observations 7,997 7,731 7,731 7,731 7,731 7,731 7,731 

Log Likelihood 

-

4,047.88

1 

-3,551.846 -3,554.081 -3,556.670 -3,557.663 -3,557.239 -3,555.407 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 
8,109.76

3 
7,147.692 7,152.162 7,157.340 7,159.325 7,158.478 7,152.814 

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. Young official is the reference group. HC3 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Year in the parenthesis indicates 

ages that close to ceiling group covers. Fixed region effect is used in all models. Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and 

fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), log GDP per capita, log population and female party leader. 
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Table 6: Logit regression of choosing repression on entry age and years in post of deputy provincial party leaders (protests in county excluded). 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

entry age 0.049*** (0.012) 0.050*** (0.015) 0.050*** (0.015)   0.050*** (0.013) 0.058*** (0.017) 

year in post    -0.035* (0.018) -0.016 (0.022) 0.002 (0.021) 0.026 (0.026) 

relative GDP growth  0.074* (0.041) -0.008 (0.648)  0.076* (0.043)  0.093** (0.044) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.452*** (0.023) 0.452*** (0.023)  0.453*** (0.023)  0.452*** (0.023) 

home province  0.039 (0.084) 0.039 (0.084)  -0.022 (0.085)  0.018 (0.086) 

count of 

governments 
 0.0001*** (0.00002) 0.0001*** (0.00002)  0.00005*** 

(0.00002) 
 0.0001*** 

(0.00002) 

category eviction  0.635*** (0.221) 0.635*** (0.221)  0.620*** (0.221)  0.636*** (0.221) 

category labor  -0.301 (0.192) -0.301 (0.192)  -0.318* (0.192)  -0.300 (0.192) 

category rural land  0.909*** (0.248) 0.910*** (0.247)  0.861*** (0.246)  0.913*** (0.248) 

entry age × relative 

GDP growth 
  0.002 (0.012)     

Constant -4.009*** (0.649) -6.123* (3.314) -6.171* (3.327) -1.163*** (0.083) -1.210 (2.892) -4.053*** (0.788) -6.286* (3.312) 

controls N Y Y N Y N Y 

Observations 7,997 7,731 7,731 7,997 7,731 7,997 7,731 

Log Likelihood -4,046.545 -3,554.985 -3,554.977 -4,053.351 -3,560.531 -4,046.540 -3,554.472 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 8,105.089 7,151.970 7,153.954 8,118.703 7,163.062 8,107.079 7,152.944 

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. HC3 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Fixed region effect is used in all models. Controls include protest category 

(eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), log GDP per capita, log population and female leader. 
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As shown in the exploratory analysis, prefectural-level party leaders do not face a 

strict age ceiling, and they are not expected to raise the repression rate dramatically when 

approaching their age ceiling. The same set of models in Table 5 are employed to protest 

faced by prefectural-level party leaders and results are shown in Table C1. “Close to age 

ceiling” category is negative and significant, which is opposite to the theoretical prediction 

that party leaders approaching age ceilings are driven by promotion stress more and choose 

more repression. 

The fact that prefectural-level party leaders are not strictly constrained by age may 

explain an insignificant effect of age. However, why do older party leaders repress even less? 

The answer is not in why “close to age ceiling” party leaders choose less repression, but in 

why the reference group, young officials, become super repressive. Considering Table 4, 

when young prefectural-level party leader is defined as 49 or younger, they on average repress 

28.17% of protests. By contrast, deputy provincial party leaders repress up to 25.63% of 

protests by age when they are 57, one year before the strict age ceiling, and face the strongest 

promotion stress. 

Different from deputy provincial party leaders, prefectural-level party leaders are in a 

very different stage of their careers. Deputy provincial party leaders are at the end of their 

careers. Even if they manage to be promoted at 57, the mandatory retirement age of 60 

prevents them from being promoted again. By contrast, young and promising prefectural-level 

party leaders not only have the ambition to be promoted to deputy provincial level but also 

consider promotion to provincial level as possible. As a result, they have a much longer career 

horizon.  

To be promoted to a provincial level position at 58, a party leader must be promoted 

to a deputy provincial position by 54 and be selected to a prefectural level position by 49.12 

 
12 When doing the calculation, I treat one term of 5 years as strictly enforced. In reality, local party leaders can be 

promoted in the middle of a term. To mitigate the problem, different grouping standards are used in analysis. 
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Therefore, prefectural party leaders with an entry age of 49 or younger can be motivated in 

the long term and do the two-step calculation. Compared with very young party leaders who 

are promoted to the prefectural level at around age 40, prefectural-level party leaders who got 

into offices at age 49 or 48 are more stressed by promotion because they are still possible to 

be a provincial leader while the age ceiling at deputy provincial level is too close for them.  

In addition, young officials are likely to be questioned as “inexperienced” and “soft” 

for stability affairs especially when they are quickly promoted to a high position. To 

demonstrate their political loyalty, which means they are willing to do anything to sustain the 

regime, young party leaders are likely to be unusually repressive. 

To test whether prefectural party leaders choose repression more when they were 

promoted to the prefectural level at a possible but disadvantaged age for their final 

advancement to the provincial level, I divide them into three categories. Party leaders with an 

entry age older than 50 are labeled as “old entry age”, which is the reference group. “Middle 

entry age” is tried with different ranges, from covering only one year (age 49) to five years 

(age 45 to 49). This category reflects the most stressed officials and is the category of interest. 

“Young entry age” is the residual.  

The results shown in Table 7 offer some support for the proposition of two-fold 

promotion-stress-driven repression. Model 1 is bivariate regression. Model 2-6 shows results 

when middle-aged party leaders are defined with different ranges from 49. To consider the 

possibility that officials are still motivated to be provincial leaders even if they are promoted 

to prefectural level later than 49, “middle entry age” is defined as 50-51 in Model 7. Model 8 

uses continuous variable entry age. Entering with a middle age, which represents party leaders 

that are possible but disadvantaged for being promoted twice to provincial level in their 

careers, is significant at 0.05 level only when it is defined with a narrow range the age 49. The 

coefficient decreases and significance reduces to 0.1 level when the range goes wider. To 

conclude, there is weak evidence supporting party leaders become more repressive when they 
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approach 49. The pattern becomes clearer and more robust when protests in counties are 

included. Results are shown in Table B3.
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Table 7: Logit regression of repression on entry age group of prefectural-level party leaders (protests in county excluded) 

 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

entry age 

middle (=49) 
0.215* (0.128) 0.306** (0.139)       

entry age young 

(<49) 
0.132 (0.116) 0.035 (0.126)       

entry age 

middle (48-49) 
  0.231* (0.118)      

entry age young 

(<48) 
  0.040 (0.147)      

entry age 

middle (47-49) 
   0.189* (0.104)     

entry age young 

(<47) 
   -0.007 (0.221)     

entry age 

middle (46-49) 
    0.187* (0.101)    

entry age young 

(<46) 
    -0.107 (0.262)    

entry age 

middle (45-49) 
     0.180* (0.099)   

entry age young 

(<45) 
     -0.302 (0.448)   

entry age 

middle (50-51) 
      0.001 (0.105)  
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entry age young 

(<50) 
      0.157 (0.100)  

entry age        -0.002 (0.012) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.406*** 

(0.013) 

0.406*** 

(0.013) 

0.406*** 

(0.013) 

0.406*** 

(0.013) 

0.407*** 

(0.013) 

0.406*** 

(0.013) 

0.407*** 

(0.013) 

relative gdp 

growth 
 0.027 (0.025) 0.026 (0.025) 0.026 (0.025) 0.027 (0.025) 0.024 (0.025) 0.025 (0.025) 0.027 (0.025) 

home province  -0.106 (0.070) -0.098 (0.070) -0.089 (0.069) -0.085 (0.068) -0.084 (0.068) -0.084 (0.069) -0.084 (0.069) 

count of gov 

institutions 
 -0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

-0.0002 

(0.0002) 

category 

eviction 
 0.847*** 

(0.133) 

0.846*** 

(0.133) 

0.845*** 

(0.133) 

0.846*** 

(0.133) 

0.844*** 

(0.133) 

0.847*** 

(0.133) 

0.843*** 

(0.133) 

category labor  -0.532*** 

(0.119) 

-0.532*** 

(0.119) 

-0.532*** 

(0.119) 

-0.531*** 

(0.119) 

-0.532*** 

(0.119) 

-0.530*** 

(0.119) 

-0.536*** 

(0.119) 

category rural 

land 
 1.326*** 

(0.133) 

1.325*** 

(0.133) 

1.325*** 

(0.133) 

1.326*** 

(0.133) 

1.323*** 

(0.133) 

1.325*** 

(0.133) 

1.320*** 

(0.133) 

Constant -1.917*** (0.339) 
-11.872*** 

(3.436) 

-11.735*** 

(3.438) 

-11.652*** 

(3.435) 

-11.681*** 

(3.429) 

-11.795*** 

(3.429) 

-11.617*** 

(3.444) 

-11.243*** 

(3.509) 
 

controls N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Observations 23,351 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 

Log Likelihood -11,849.620 -10,215.190 -10,215.750 -10,215.940 -10,215.690 -10,215.770 -10,216.300 -10,217.530 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 24,227.240 20,986.390 20,987.490 20,987.880 20,987.380 20,987.530 20,988.590 20,989.060 
 

Note: *p<0.1,**p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. old official is the reference group. HC0 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Fixed city effect is used in all models. 

Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), GDP per capita, 

population and female party leader. 
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6. Conclusion 

 The thesis proposes a stress-driven explanation for the choice of repression 

determined by local communist party leaders in China and bridges two major areas of 

authoritarian politics and Chinese politics: political selection and state repression. How to 

deal with protests that have broken out is an important aspect of stability maintenance, which 

is marked as one of the two fundamental selection criteria (together with economic 

development) in China. While the importance of economic performance has been well 

discussed, how stability maintenance matters and shapes local leaders’ behavior is 

understudied. My thesis compensates for the missing part by explaining how promotion-

driven stress pushes local party leaders to accept the risk of choosing repression. The thesis 

also enriches state repression literature by showing how responses to protests are influenced 

by diversified attributes of political leaders, rather than being purely determined by 

characteristics of protests or resources of governments. 

The thesis uses distance to age ceilings, entry age of a term, and years spent in one 

post of local party leaders to measure promotion-driven stress and the extent of promotion 

incentive they experience. The thesis finds that at the deputy provincial level, compared with 

young party leaders, party leaders approaching age ceilings choose repression more; at the 

prefectural level, leaders who take office near age 49 choose repression more, compared to 

leaders who take office at an age too old for promotion two ranks to provincial leadership. To 

conclude, protestors are only one set of players in protest; how local leaders think, which is 

shaped by political selection institutions, makes a difference. In a word, the choice to repress 

is a career choice. 
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Appendix A 

Appendix A tests whether being more repressive is systematically rewarded with 

promotion. Figure A1 plots the binary relationship between promotion chance and repression 

rate, and Table A1 reports the results of survival analysis where promotion is regressed on 

repression rate. Since the data only covers four years, which means leadership turnover did 

not happen or occurred very few times in cities, fixed city effect is not employed. No strong 

evidence supporting rewards for being repressive can be found. Since only three promotions 

of deputy provincial party leaders are observed, the result at this level is merely exploratory. 

 

Figure A1: plot promotion on repression rate. 
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Table A1: Survival analysis of promotion on repression rate 

 

 Dependent Variable: Promotion 

 year in post 

 deputy 

provincial 

deputy 

provincial 

prefectural 

level 

prefectural 

level 

prefectural 

level 

prefectural 

level 

prefectural 

level 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

repression 

rate 

6.488 

(9.579) 

4.293 

(12.072) 

1.780* 

(0.925) 

1.588 

(0.977) 

1.743 

(0.979) 

-3.650 

(19.932) 

-1.892 

(20.306) 

logged GDP 

per capita 
     -0.139 

(0.579) 
 

relative GDP 

growth 
 -0.548*** 

(0.903) 
 -0.150* 

(0.080) 

-0.150* 

(0.080) 

-0.148* 

(0.080) 

-0.150* 

(0.080) 

logged 

population 
 -1.863** 

(1.225) 
 0.255 

(0.204) 

0.243 

(0.203) 

0.209 

(0.163) 

0.255 

(0.204) 

logged GDP  1.755*** 

(1.320) 
 -0.059 

(0.166) 

0.017 

(0.167) 
 -0.118 

(0.384) 

age  0.130 

(0.306) 
 -0.071** 

(0.028) 

3.570*** 

(1.091) 

-0.070** 

(0.028) 

-0.070** 

(0.028) 

age2     -0.034*** 

(0.010) 
  

repression 

rata x logged 

GDP per 

capita 

     0.509 

(1.896) 
 

repression 

rate x logged 

population 

      0.217 

(1.262) 

Observations 60 60 1,032 1,030 1,030 1,030 1,030 

R2 0.006 0.076 0.003 0.013 0.028 0.013 0.013 

Max. 

Possible R2 
0.293 0.293 0.709 0.709 0.709 0.709 0.709 

Log 

Likelihood 
-10.209 -8.007 -635.036 -629.774 -622.087 -629.800 -629.759 

Wald Test 
2.290  

(df = 1) 

45.170*** 

(df = 5) 

2.950*  

(df = 1) 

11.660** 

(df = 5) 

22.140*** 

(df = 6) 

11.400* 

(df = 6) 

11.710* 

(df = 6) 

LR Test 
0.354  

(df = 1) 

4.757  

(df = 5) 

3.477*  

(df = 1) 

13.542** 

(df = 5) 

28.917*** 

(df = 6) 

13.491** 

(df = 6) 

13.571** 

(df = 6) 

Score 

(Logrank) 

Test 

0.474  

(df = 1) 

5.986  

(df = 5) 

3.688*  

(df = 1) 

13.845** 

(df = 5) 

25.343*** 

(df = 6) 

13.768** 

(df = 6) 

13.897** 

(df = 6) 

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Cox proportional hazards regression used. The time variable is years staying in one post and 

event indicator is promotion. Robust standard error (clustered by city) reported in 

parentheses 
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Appendix B 

Appendix B shows regression results when protests in counties are included in the 

regression. Table B1 shows effects of being close to age ceilings persist when protests in 

counties are included in the analysis. The effect of the “close to age ceiling” group goes down 

when it is defined with a wider range, which is similar to the pattern when protests in counties 

are excluded. Table B2 confirms deputy provincial party leaders entering with older ages 

choose more repression when protests in counties are included in the analysis. Table B3 

shows when protests in counties are included, the pattern that prefectural party leaders 

approaching age 49 repressing more frequently than older party leaders is clearer. 
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Table B1: Logit regression of choosing repression on the age group of deputy provincial party leaders (protests in county included). 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

age group close to 

ceiling(1 year) 

0.211*** 

(0.076) 

0.329*** 

(0.083) 
     

age group pass the 

ceiling (1 year) 

0.026 

(0.074) 

0.187** 

(0.086) 
     

age group close to 

ceiling(2 year) 
  0.276*** (0.076)     

age group pass the 

ceiling (2 year) 
  0.188** (0.088)     

age group close to 

ceiling(3 year) 
   0.247*** (0.080)    

age group pass the 

ceiling (3 year) 
   0.145* (0.086)    

age group close to 

ceiling(4 year) 
    0.165** (0.074)   

age group pass the 

ceiling (4 year) 
    0.109 (0.088)   

age group close to 

ceiling (5 year) 
     0.148* (0.077)  

age group pass the 

ceiling (5 year) 
     0.115 (0.094)  

age       0.034*** (0.012) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.442*** 

(0.017) 
0.442*** (0.017) 0.442*** (0.017) 0.441*** (0.017) 0.441*** (0.017) 0.440*** (0.017) 
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relative gdp growth  
0.112*** 

(0.032) 
0.080** (0.031) 0.063** (0.032) 0.075** (0.032) 0.081*** (0.031) 0.105*** (0.029) 

home province  -0.112* 

(0.060) 
-0.073 (0.060) -0.043 (0.062) -0.062 (0.062) -0.067 (0.062) -0.068 (0.060) 

count of gov 

institutions 
 0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00003*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

category eviction  0.460*** 

(0.159) 
0.465*** (0.159) 0.464*** (0.159) 0.470*** (0.160) 0.465*** (0.159) 0.476*** (0.159) 

category labor  -0.489*** 

(0.145) 
-0.485*** (0.144) -0.486*** (0.145) -0.484*** (0.145) -0.490*** (0.145) -0.485*** (0.145) 

category rural land  0.876*** 

(0.161) 
0.886*** (0.161) 0.883*** (0.161) 0.886*** (0.162) 0.877*** (0.161) 0.890*** (0.161) 

Constant 
-1.324*** 

(0.072) 

-4.344** 

(2.060) 
-6.689*** (2.269) -5.451** (2.155) -5.217** (2.142) -4.865** (2.123) -6.172*** (2.221) 

controls N Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Observations 13,044 12,605 12,605 12,605 12,605 12,605 12,605 

Log Likelihood -6,846.341 -5,959.824 -5,960.830 -5,962.570 -5,965.171 -5,965.756 -5,963.885 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 13,706.680 11,963.650 11,965.660 11,969.140 11,974.340 11,975.510 11,969.770 

Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. Young official is the reference group. HC3 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Fixed region effect used in all 

models. Year in the parenthesis indicates ages that close to ceiling group covers. Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and 

fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), log GDP per capita, log population and female party leader. 
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Table B2: Logit regression of choosing repression on entry age and years in post of deputy provincial party leaders (protests in county included). 

 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

entry age 0.021** (0.009) 0.035*** (0.012) 0.033*** (0.012)   0.016 (0.010) 0.038*** (0.013) 

years in post    -0.028** (0.014) -0.014 (0.018) -0.017 (0.016) 0.012 (0.020) 

relative GDP 

growth 
 0.081*** (0.029) -0.174 (0.426)  0.078** (0.031)  0.089*** (0.032) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.441*** (0.017) 0.440*** (0.017)  0.441*** (0.017)  0.440*** (0.017) 

home province  -0.024 (0.064) -0.024 (0.064)  -0.078 (0.063)  -0.033 (0.065) 

count of 

governments 
 0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 
 0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 
 0.00004*** 

(0.00001) 

category 

eviction 
 0.475*** (0.159) 0.474*** (0.159)  0.466*** (0.159)  0.476*** (0.159) 

category labor  -0.482*** (0.145) -0.482*** (0.145)  -0.489*** (0.145)  -0.482*** (0.145) 

category rural 

land 
 0.893*** (0.161) 0.893*** (0.161)  0.871*** (0.161)  0.894*** (0.161) 

Constant 
-2.396*** 

(0.483) 
-7.118*** (2.342) -7.226*** (2.347) 

-1.150*** 

(0.065) 
-4.124** (2.083) 

-2.057*** 

(0.584) 
-7.137*** (2.339) 

controls N Y Y N Y N Y 

Observations 13,044 12,605 12,605 13,044 12,605 13,044 12,605 

Log Likelihood -6,848.370 -5,963.102 -5,962.923 -6,849.039 -5,967.294 -6,847.806 -5,962.917 

Akaike Inf. 

Crit. 
13,708.740 11,968.200 11,969.840 13,710.080 11,976.590 13,709.610 11,969.830 
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Note: *p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. HC3 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Fixed region effect used in all models. Controls include protest category 

(eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), log GDP per capita, log population and female party 

leader. 
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Table B3: Logit regression of repression on entry age group of prefectural-level party leaders (protests in county included). 

 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

entry age middle 

(=49) 

0.367*** 

(0.086) 

0.378*** 

(0.095) 
      

entry age young 

(<49) 

0.267*** 

(0.072) 
0.118 (0.078)       

entry age middle  

(48-49) 
  0.220*** 

(0.077) 
     

entry age young 

(<48) 
  0.222** (0.094)      

entry age middle  

(47-49) 
   0.226*** 

(0.068) 
    

entry age young 

(<47) 
   0.197 (0.130)     

entry age middle 

(46-49) 
    0.216*** 

(0.066) 
   

entry age young 

(<46) 
    0.253* (0.151)    

entry age middle  

(45-49) 
     0.220*** 

(0.065) 
  

entry age young 

(<45) 
     0.225 (0.249)   

entry age middle  

(50-51) 
      0.029 (0.068)  
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entry age young 

(<50) 
      0.227*** 

(0.064) 
 

entry age        -0.020*** 

(0.008) 

logged size of 

protestors 
 0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

0.350*** 

(0.009) 

relative gdp 

growth 
 0.082*** 

(0.016) 

0.081*** 

(0.016) 

0.081*** 

(0.016) 

0.080*** 

(0.016) 

0.081*** 

(0.016) 

0.081*** 

(0.016) 

0.083*** 

(0.016) 

home province  -0.015 (0.048) 0.0004 (0.048) -0.001 (0.048) 0.0003 (0.048) 0.0003 (0.048) 0.002 (0.048) 0.004 (0.048) 

count of gov 

institutions 
 0.0003* 

(0.0002) 

0.0003* 

(0.0002) 

0.0003* 

(0.0002) 

0.0003* 

(0.0002) 

0.0003* 

(0.0002) 

0.0004* 

(0.0002) 

0.0004** 

(0.0002) 

category eviction  0.948*** 

(0.082) 

0.947*** 

(0.082) 

0.946*** 

(0.082) 

0.947*** 

(0.082) 

0.947*** 

(0.082) 

0.947*** 

(0.082) 

0.946*** 

(0.082) 

category labor  -0.598*** 

(0.075) 

-0.597*** 

(0.075) 

-0.598*** 

(0.075) 

-0.597*** 

(0.075) 

-0.597*** 

(0.075) 

-0.597*** 

(0.075) 

-0.599*** 

(0.075) 

category rural 

land 
 1.359*** 

(0.078) 

1.358*** 

(0.078) 

1.358*** 

(0.078) 

1.358*** 

(0.078) 

1.358*** 

(0.078) 

1.358*** 

(0.078) 

1.356*** 

(0.078) 

Constant 
-1.472*** 

(0.222) 
0.932 (2.857) 1.245 (2.865) 1.238 (2.864) 1.261 (2.869) 1.246 (2.872) 1.180 (2.868) 2.762 (2.896) 

 

controls N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Observations 49,617 47,543 47,543 47,543 47,543 47,543 47,543 47,543 

Log Likelihood -27,067.110 -22,825.870 -22,828.290 -22,828.260 -22,828.260 -22,828.290 -22,828.200 -22,831.030 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 54,662.220 46,207.730 46,212.570 46,212.530 46,212.520 46,212.570 46,212.390 46,216.070 
 

Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. old official is the reference group. HC0 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. Fixed city effect is used in all 

models. Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, pollution, real estates, medical, transport, education), GDP per 

capita, population and female party leader. 
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Appendix C 

Since prefectural-level party leaders do not face a strict age ceiling for promotion, 

they are not expected to be more repressive when approaching ceilings, and results based on 

divisions of age group is not displayed in the analysis chapter. The result is displayed in 

Appendix C to provide more information. 
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Table C1: Logit regression of choosing repression on the age group of deputy provincial party leaders (protests in county excluded). 

 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

age group close to ceiling 

(1 year) 

-0.207*** 

(0.069) 
-0.240*** (0.076)      

age group pass the ceiling 

(1 year) 

-0.073 

(0.060) 
-0.082 (0.066)      

age group close to ceiling 

(2 year) 
  -0.242*** (0.067)     

age group pass the ceiling 

(2 year) 
  -0.133* (0.072)     

age group close to ceiling 

(3 year) 
   -0.222*** (0.069)    

age group pass the ceiling 

(3 year) 
   -0.156* (0.080)    

age group close to ceiling 

(4 year) 
    -0.068 (0.089)   

age group pass the ceiling 

(4 year) 
    -0.042 (0.098)   

age group close to ceiling 

(5 year) 
     -0.101 (0.119)  

age group pass the ceiling 

(5 year) 
     -0.077 (0.126)  

age       -0.015 (0.011) 

logged size of protestors  0.407*** (0.013) 0.407*** (0.013) 0.407*** (0.013) 0.407*** (0.013) 0.407*** (0.013) 0.407*** (0.013) 
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relative GDP growth  0.023 (0.025) 0.019 (0.025) 0.016 (0.025) 0.025 (0.025) 0.026 (0.025) 0.025 (0.025) 

home province  -0.072 (0.069) -0.062 (0.069) -0.059 (0.069) -0.080 (0.069) -0.080 (0.069) -0.070 (0.069) 

count of gov institutions  -0.0001 (0.0002) -0.0001 (0.0002) -0.0002 (0.0002) -0.0002 (0.0002) -0.0002 (0.0002) -0.0002 (0.0002) 

category eviction  0.850*** (0.133) 0.849*** (0.133) 0.851*** (0.133) 0.843*** (0.133) 0.843*** (0.133) 0.844*** (0.133) 

category labor  -0.532*** (0.119) -0.527*** (0.119) -0.526*** (0.119) -0.536*** (0.118) -0.536*** (0.119) -0.534*** (0.119) 

category rural land  1.327*** (0.133) 1.329*** (0.133) 1.327*** (0.133) 1.321*** (0.133) 1.319*** (0.133) 1.321*** (0.133) 

Constant 
-1.917*** 

(0.339) 
-11.218*** (3.437) 

-11.762*** 

(3.426) 

-11.699*** 

(3.424) 

-11.355*** 

(3.437) 

-11.322*** 

(3.438) 

-10.568*** 

(3.501) 
 

controls N Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Observations 23,351 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 22,463 

Log Likelihood 
-

11,846.930 
-10,212.530 -10,211.140 -10,212.330 -10,217.200 -10,217.140 -10,216.660 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 24,221.870 20,981.060 20,978.280 20,980.660 20,990.400 20,990.280 20,987.320 
 

Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. Young official is the reference group. Fixed city effect used in all models. HC0 robust standard error (clustered by city) is used. 

Year in the parenthesis indicates ages that close to ceiling group covers. Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, 

pollution, medical, transport, education), GDP per capita, population and female party leader. 
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Appendix D 

To explore can local party leaders influence small or large protests, the heterogeneity 

of protest size is analyzed in Appendix D. Party leaders have considerable discretion, but they 

are required to follow guidance from above if the upper government’s attention has been 

caught to the locality. As expected, the "close to age ceiling" group has no significant effect 

on large protests and it has a positive and significant effect on small protests. As the head of 

all political organizations in a locality, party leaders cannot individually decide on every small 

protest. However, they may influence small protests by setting guidelines on how to deal with 

protests to relevant party and police agents. 

Table D1: Logit regression of choosing repression on age group and entry age of deputy 

provincial party leaders by size (protests in county excluded) 

 Dependent variable: 

 repression 

 large 

protests 

median 

protests 

small 

protests 

large 

protests 

median 

protests 

small 

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

age group close to 

ceiling(1 year) 
0.277 0.183 0.542***    

 (0.425) (0.189) (0.159)    

age group pass the 

ceiling (1 year) 
0.536 0.228 0.302**    

 (0.429) (0.166) (0.149)    

entry age    0.076 0.041* 0.059*** 
    (0.060) (0.023) (0.022) 

relative GDP 

growth 
0.001 0.038 0.020 -0.056 0.012 0.006 

 (0.137) (0.046) (0.043) (0.136) (0.047) (0.044) 

home province -0.469 0.006 -0.148 -0.301 0.091 -0.021 
 (0.352) (0.122) (0.118) (0.373) (0.124) (0.119) 

count of gov 

institutions 
0.00002 0.00005* 0.00002 0.00003 0.0001** 0.00004 

 (0.0001) (0.00003) (0.00002) (0.0001) (0.00003) (0.00002) 

category eviction -0.643 0.444 1.043** -0.655 0.448 1.068*** 
 (0.752) (0.312) (0.413) (0.760) (0.309) (0.414) 
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category labor -0.303 -0.520* -0.115 -0.309 -0.506* -0.112 
 (0.647) (0.269) (0.388) (0.661) (0.267) (0.389) 

category rural 

land 
-0.541 0.705** 1.220*** -0.567 0.740** 1.249*** 

 (1.015) (0.357) (0.435) (1.010) (0.355) (0.436) 

Constant -2.097 -1.416 -4.412 -7.354 -4.044 -7.663 
 (11.980) (4.090) (4.064) (13.050) (4.581) (4.662) 

Observations 352 2,792 4,587 352 2,792 4,587 

Log Likelihood -222.37 -1,586.25 -1,746.63 -222.23 -1,585.62 -1,749.05 

Akaike Inf. Crit. 486.742 3,214.500 3,535.263 484.468 3,211.246 3,538.095 

Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

Entries are log odds. Young official is the reference group. HC3 robust standard error 

(clustered by city) is used. Year in the parenthesis indicates age range that close to ceiling 

group covers. Controls include protest category (eviction, labor, rural land and fraud, 

pollution, real estates, medical, transport), log GDP per capita, log population and female 

party leader. Large protest: protestors > 1000; median protest: protestors between 100-999; 

small protest: protestors < 100. 
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