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Abstract

This study investigates the compliance of local Chinese officials with the zero-Covid pol-
icy throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. By examining biographical data from political
elites and using a prefecture-day data set on risk levels – an indicator reflecting the status of
zero-Covid policy - we discover a significant impact of prefecture leaders’ promotion incen-
tives on their response to COVID-19 outbreaks. Our empirical analysis reveals that leaders
with stronger promotion incentives tend to exhibit increased reactions to emerging cases.
Evidence shows that such a phenomenon is driven by the different choices of the prefec-
ture leaders facing relatively larger-scale COVID-19 outbreaks. Furthermore, local governors
whose jurisdictions are more economically developed tend to enforce more stringent mobility
restrictions. However, for prefecture leaders who oversee more developed regions and possess
strong promotion incentives, the combined effects of these two factors tend to balance each
other out in terms of pandemic response. These results suggest a natural tension between
demands for crisis management during the pandemic and routine performance in economic
development within the political framework of China.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on general economic activity, with restric-

tions on human mobility, ban on social gatherings, and closing of businesses. Recent literature has

explored the economic consequences of the pandemic, such as unemployment, consumer spending,

labor demand, and pollution. However, our understanding of how governments determine policies

to combat the pandemic remains limited. This question is particularly complex in the context of

China, which has a centralized, top-down hierarchical government structure. Although the central

government prioritizes economic growth and evaluates the performance of local governments based

on their GDP growth, the COVID-19 pandemic requires a slowing of economic development to

curb the spread of the virus. This situation creates a tension between routine tasks and crisis

control within the bureaucratic system. Our aim is to address this gap in the literature.

This paper examines the compliance of local Chinese officials with the zero-Covid policy during

the COVID-19 pandemic. In China’s political system, a conventional rule stipulates that governors

at the prefecture level who are 58 years old or older become ineligible for further promotion.

Consequently, officials whose ages are approaching this promotion eligibility threshold exhibit

particularly strong incentives for advancement. Through an analysis of biographical data from

prefecture party secretaries and a database at the prefecture-day level detailing the implementation

of the zero-Covid policy, we find a significant influence of promotion incentives on the response

of these leaders to COVID-19 outbreaks. Our empirical findings indicate that leaders with higher

promotion prospects tend to exhibit an exaggerated response to emerging cases and maintain zero-

Covid measures for extended periods. Compared to prefectures governed by leaders with fewer

promotion incentives, those led by individuals with strong promotion incentives had a 0.727%

higher chance of implementing the zero-Covid policy for every 7-day average daily case.

Interestingly, we observe a diminishing of these promotion incentives in regions that are more

economically developed, signifying that these prefecture leaders have to pick a balance point be-

tween the mandate of pandemic control and the potential hazard to economic prosperity. Fur-

ther analysis unveils that following the initiation of the zero-Covid policy, party secretaries with

strong promotion incentives tend to enforce even stricter restrictions on traffic mobility when their
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To identify a casual effect of promotion incentives on the implementation of the zero-Covid

policy, we also employ the regression discontinuity design (Imbens and Lemieux, 2008; Lee and

Card, 2008) to verify the discontinuity that lies in the ineligible age of promotion of the prefecture

leaders (i.e., 58). The following local regression was estimated for the subsample of party secretaries

aged close to 58 years:

ZeroCovidit = �1Casesit + �2Casesit � I(Y ear � 57)it + �3Casesit � DAGEit

+ �4Casesit � DAGEit � I(Y ear � 57)it + 
Casesit � Xit + �i + �t + "it (A1)

where DAGEit is a running variable for the age of the party secretary of prefecture i at date t,

specifically calculated by DAGE = age of secretary�58; I(Y ear � 57)it is a dummy of secretary’s

age less than or equal to 57 years, and other notation remains identical to that of equation (A1). �2

identifies the impact of promotion incentives on the prefecture leader’s zero-Covid policy decision

at the promotion eligible age cutoff point. We expect �2 to be positive and significant if the age

restriction creates a discontinuity in the promotion incentive and thus affects prefecture leaders’

compliance with the zero-Covid policy.

In Table A1, we present the results of a regression discontinuity approach based on equation

(A1). In columns (1) - (3), the estimation is conducted using a subsample of party secretaries

aged between 55 and 61; and in columns (4) - (6), we used a subsample of officials aged between

56 and 60. In columns (1) and (4), the coefficients of Casesit � I(Y ear � 57)it are 0.0125 and

0.0215 and significant at the level 0.01 and 0.1, respectively. These results imply a discontinuity

in the marginal increase in the probability of zero-Covid policy brought by the confirmed cases

at the promotion eligible age cutoff point of 58 years. In prefectures with party secretaries aged

57 or younger, the probability of implementing the zero-Covid policy is approximately 2% higher

for every 7-day average daily case compared to prefectures with older party secretaries. Using our

previous hypothetical scenario in Section 5.1, this implies a 20% lower probability of implementing
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the zero-Covid policy when facing a pandemic outbreak with 70 cases over the past 7 days in

prefectures with elder party secretaries.

In columns (2)(3)(5)(6), we add include interaction terms between 7-day average case and

control variables and party secretary fixed effects. The regression results do not show substantial

changes. Thus, we conclude that the estimation from our regression discontinuity approach is

consistent with our baseline regression results in Section 5.1, giving credence to our overall findings.
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Dependent Variable: Zero-Covid Policy Status
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

VARIABLES

7 day cases 0.0123* 0.0209** 0.0199** 0.0232*** 0.0157 0.0153
(0.00625) (0.00904) (0.00896) (0.00769) (0.0110) (0.0110)

cases * Year_2022 -0.0118* -0.00638* -0.00626* -0.0227*** -0.00458 -0.00511
(0.00624) (0.00335) (0.00335) (0.00769) (0.0130) (0.0129)

cases * I(age <= 57) 0.0125*** 0.0185*** 0.0189*** 0.0215* 0.0244** 0.0243**
(0.00422) (0.00586) (0.00604) (0.0113) (0.00941) (0.00967)

cases * DAGE 0.135*** 0.131*** 0.133*** 0.124*** 0.131*** 0.131***
(0.0190) (0.0183) (0.0183) (0.0188) (0.0203) (0.0197)

cases * DAGE * I(age <= 57) -0.132*** -0.128*** -0.129*** -0.116*** -0.124*** -0.124***
(0.0188) (0.0183) (0.0184) (0.0175) (0.0195) (0.0192)

Observations 81,631 81,631 81,631 63,308 63,308 63,308
R2 0.427 0.433 0.442 0.447 0.450 0.458
Prefecture FEs YES YES YES YES YES YES
Prov-Month FEs YES YES YES YES YES YES
Cases * Control NO YES YES NO YES YES
Secretary FEs NO NO YES NO NO YES
Clustered Standard Error Prefecture Prefecture Prefecture Prefecture Prefecture Prefecture
Age Range 54-61 54-61 54-61 55-60 55-60 55-60

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Table A1: Regression Discontinuity: Effect of Promotion Incentives on the Choice of Zero-Covid
Policy
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Figure A2: Promotion Probability of Mayors (Zhou and Zeng, 2018)
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