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Previous studies on village elections have focused on the election process, 
but few have examined post-election outcomes related to local land 
management systems.  Land is the most important resource in Chinese 
villages, but land management and reallocation are the chief responsibility 
for elected village leaders.  Previous studies show that villager attitudes 
toward the “fairness” of land reallocations and the type of village elections 
vary across villages.  Some villages have an open election/nomination 
process while other villages have “closed” or unfair elections.  We found 
that openly elected leaders are more accountable to villagers and that their 
land management decisions do reflect villager preferences for “fair” land 
reallocation.  Our findings are based on a 2000-2001 survey of 34 villages in 
rural Shaanxi province.

INTRODUCTION

 Interest in China’s village elections has risen since the inception of the 

Organic Law of Village Committees in 1988.  A decade after the National People’s 

Congress adopted the Organic Law, researchers and officials from the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs reported that over half of the villages in China had conducted 

competitive elections.
1
  The Law allows villagers to elect a village leader and four to 

seven members of the village committee, the community’s most basic government 

body.  The 1988 Organic Law, however, was vague about the actual election 

procedures and candidate selection.  As a result, visitors to China often encounter a 

wide variety of election processes, in some cases calling into question the validity of 

local elections.
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   Because of the diversity in election experiences in China, empirical studies 

of village elections in the 1990s generally study the electoral process, frequently 

focusing on the competitiveness of the electoral contests and their determinants.  A 

competitive election, according to the definition of most studies, is simply one in 

which there are more candidates than positions available on the village committee.
2

In addition to describing the process and documenting their comprehensiveness, in 

most cases, scholars examine the determinants of competitive elections.   For 

example, a number of researchers attempt to measure the relationship between village 

wealth and the level of competitiveness, although there are often differences among 

the results.   On the one hand, O’Brien finds that relatively well off villages tend to 

have more competitive elections.
3
   Shi and Epstein, on the other hand, argue that 

areas with average wealth or the median income villages have the most competitive 

elections.
4
   In contrast, Oi and Rozelle show that it is the source of the income that is 

important in determining the competitiveness of a local election.
5

Although the scholarship on the determinants of the election process 

contributes much to our understanding of competitive elections, it rarely addresses 

the other aspects of the election process, despite the fact that these other factors may 

matter when examining the effect of elections on outcomes.  In particular, few 

studies examine the nomination of candidates.  Like other parts of the election 

process, the 1988 Organic Law did not specify the exact candidate selection process.  

Without strict guidelines to follow, a tremendous amount of heterogeneity among 

villages has emerged in the nomination process that villages adopt, a fact that may 

have consequences for the quality of China’s village elections. According to 

democratic theorists, an open nomination process is one of the foundations of “free 

and fair” elections.
6
  In fact, China’s leaders recognized the problems inherent in the 

process of candidate selection in many villages and recently amended the Organic 

Law (1998) to formally require the open nomination of candidates.     

The previous literature also largely has ignored the difficult task of measuring 

the effect of the election process on outcomes, even though China’s national leaders 

are becoming increasingly interested in how the election process shapes the behavior 

of local leaders.  According to Jiang Zemin, elected leaders should, “practice political 

and fiscal transparency and allow the broad masses to debate and determine matters 

of public affairs.”  Following Jiang’s statement, Cui Naifu, a former Minster of Civil 

Affairs, said that open elections, “provides the villagers with a better understanding 

of their leaders’ behavior.”  Cui also suggested that, “villagers without openly elected 

leaders always suspect their leaders of wrongdoing.”
7
  In other words, one of the 

primary motivations for China to encourage elections in its villages is to allow 

elections to promote greater congruence between cadres and villagers’ preferences.

Despite the importance of understanding how the election process affects a 

leader’s performance, few scholars examine the ways in which elections may 

influence local leader’s behavior.  Manion finds a significant level of congruence 

between elected leaders and villagers along a single-issue dimension: state 
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involvement in the economy.
8
  Alpermann examines the division of labor between 

the party branch and the elected village committee members in carrying out the birth 

control policy and local economic development projects, and shows that the party 

branch plays the central role in the execution of these policies and that elected cadres 

still act as “agents” for the party.
9
  Tsai demonstrates that openly elected leaders do

respond to villager complaints out of fear of being voted out of office.
10

  However, 

while previous studies focus on the behavior of elected leaders, considerably less 

attention is devoted to villager perception of leader performance, despite the 

importance placed on such perceptions.

The aim of our paper is to fill the gap in the literature and examine attitudes of 

constituents in rural China toward the performance of their elected leaders.   If open 

elections do provide villagers a way to influence leader behavior, then we would 

expect villager attitudes towards leader performance to vary between those villages 

with truly “open” elections and those with relatively “closed” ones.   Specifically, 

this study analyzes the effect of the election process on the opinion of villagers about 

the performance of their leaders. 

 Because of the broad nature of the questions examined, we necessarily have to 

narrow the focus of the paper to make it more manageable.  In particular, we center 

out attention on how the candidate nomination process influences the opinions of 

villagers towards the ways leaders manage cultivated land in the villages.  Although 

in examining this question we cannot pretend to definitively answer the question 

about how the entire election process affect all outcomes, for three reasons we 

believe the specific question is important.  First, as explained above the nomination 

process is a key part of elections.  The election literature outside of China fully 

recognizes its importance in determining outcomes.  Moreover, when examining 

differences in village election procedures across villages, there is much more 

variation in nominations than other criteria, such as the competitiveness of elections.  

In fact, in all villages in our survey, villagers reported that elections were 

competitive, meaning that there is no inter-village heterogeneity in competitiveness.

Second, while there are many outcomes that are vital to villagers, those that 

deal with land may be among the most important, given it is one of the key inputs to 

the rural economy’s most pervasive economic activity and also provides many social 

welfare services to farm households.
11

   Moreover, land also is an important factor in 

the local political economy equation since it is about the only farming input over 

which village leaders still have any control.  For decades, local leaders had control 

over many of the production and investment decisions made by villagers, such as 

planting (crop selection), the distribution of fertilizers and even movement out of the 

village.  And, of course, during this time, they also controlled the allocation of 

China’s most scarce resource, land.  Market reforms throughout the late 1980s and 

1990s, however, have reduced the scope of the leader’s decision-making power.  By 

the late 1990s, villagers can buy fertilizer at the local market, leave and return to the 

village when they want, and largely choose to grow whatever crop they believe will 
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bring in the most profit.
12

  In fact, since the mid 1990s, the main resource—and in 

many villages the only resource—that is still under the control of the village leader is 

land.  However, since land is the most scarce input in farming in China, control over 

it still provides the village leader with a modicum of power in many areas.
13

  Indeed, 

the leader’s decisions on how the village’s land is to be used and distributed can 

directly influence villagers’ income and source of social security.
14

  As a result, 

villagers may hold strong opinions about their leader’s decisions regarding the 

distribution of land.

Third, focusing on villager perceptions of leader behavior—the belief of 

villagers about whether local policies are fair or not—also reveals important 

information about the effectiveness of a leader.  Studies on political psychology 

suggest that the perceptions of the effectiveness of local leaders are shaped by 

judgments about the fairness of their decision-making procedures.  This procedural 
justice argument holds that citizen beliefs about the justice of local government 

enhance the legitimacy of political institutions, which enhance their effectiveness.
15

According to Rawls, procedural justice is a consequence of institutions and 

regulations that satisfy the principles of public goods distribution to which the 

majority can agree upon.
16

  In short, leaders that are influenced by these laws make 

more evenhanded and impartial decisions.   In the context of China, this is not an 

alien idea.  China’s leaders explicitly direct elected leaders in the Organic Law that 

they must carry out their duties in a “fair and just manner.”   The connection between 

procedural justice and democratic elections is that openly elected leaders that make 

fair decisions regarding the distribution of public goods are not only constrained by 

the electoral institutions (fear of losing the next election), but are also complying 

with the Organic Law.  As a result, we believe it is informative to study the opinions 

of villagers about the fairness of their leader’s land allocation decisions.

Economists also have observed the importance of fairness in how policies are 

implemented as something villagers in China are concerned about, which would lend 

credence to the assumption that one can use villager perception of fairness as a useful 

way to judge the effectiveness of elections.  For example, Kung argues that villagers 

prefer a fair allocation of land.  In fact, leaders and villagers may sacrifice an 

efficient distribution of land in favor of a more equitable arrangement.
17

   Rozelle and 

Li concur, arguing that leaders tend to make land management decisions based on not 

only efficiency, but also equity.
18

   Nevertheless, empirical studies show that land 

management decisions are heterogeneous and vary not only between counties and 

townships, but also among villages.
19

  In this paper, one of the main objectives is to 

measure whether or not the variation among villages in terms of villagers’ attitude 

toward the fairness of their leader’s land policy decision is due to the electoral 

process.

In summary, the paper builds upon earlier works on village elections and takes 

advantage of a unique data set collected in northwest China.  In contrast with 

previous studies, we concentrate on explaining how nomination procedures affect the 
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perceptions of villages about the implementation of policies after elections.  To meet 

this goal, the paper starts with a brief introduction to the survey data and interview 

materials that were collected in Shaanxi province during an eleven-month period 

between 2000-2001.  The next section examines the village electoral institutions and 

nomination methods.  In the third section, we investigate the village land 

management system and the attitudes of villager attitudes toward the most recent land 

reallocation.  This is followed with an analysis of the results.  The final section 

concludes.

DATA

Our findings are based on intensive fieldwork and a survey of farmers in 34 

villages designed specifically to understand how the election process may influence 

the attitude of villagers toward the most recent land reallocation.  The survey data 

and interviews were collected in six counties in Shaanxi province from June 2000 to 

May 2001.  The authors and their collaborators developed and conducted the survey 

instruments themselves, visiting 12 farm households (9 villagers and 3 village cadres)

in each of the 34 sample villages.  The villager households were randomly selected 

using the household registration records supplied by the village accountant.  During 

the administration of each pre-coded questionnaire, farmers answered a number of 

questions about their household’s demographics, income activities, asset position, as 

well as their perceptions of the degree of satisfaction about policies executed by their 

leaders (discussed in the section below).

We also asked villagers about the election process, in general, and about how 

candidates were nominated, in particular.  Specifically, we asked villagers how the 

candidates in the most recent election were nominated: by villagers, by the party 

branch, or by the township.  Unfortunately, for whatever reason, when we asked this 

question of the nine households in a village, we often observe inconsistent answers 

within a village.  In order to reconcile the cases in which the opinions of villagers in a 

single village are inconsistent, we develop a single village measure.  To do so, we 

aggregate the nomination data across households to the village level using a 

“majority rule” procedure.  According to the procedure, we chose the nomination 

procedure that was selected by the majority of the villagers.
20

  In addition, the 

majority of the villager respondents must match with the leader’s response.  For 

villages categorized as villager and party-branch types of nominations, the leader and 

party secretary responses are aligned with the majority of villagers.  The same 

alignment occurs in many of the villages categorized as township nominations.
21

Enumerators also conducted lengthy sit-down interviews with the leader, party 

secretary and the village accountant in each village.  The village accountant filled out 

a form providing information on the community’s demographic and economic 

situation.  The community-level questionnaire asked leaders detailed questions 

pertaining to the village’s election process and its land management system.  A 
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number of detailed questions were asked about the nomination process.  Leaders 

were asked the same set of questions as were the farmers regarding the village’s 

election process.  In our regression analysis, we use the data from the household form 

and use the data from the responses of leaders primarily as a way to check the 

consistency of answers by villagers and answers by village leaders.  In fact, there is a 

great deal of consistency; in over 85 percent of the villages, the answers were the 

same.

After the survey was completed, the authors selected eight of the villages from 

the original sample to conduct in-depth case studies.  In these villages, extensive 

interviews were conducted with villagers, leaders and township officials.  The result 

of the survey and in-depth interviewing process is a unique set of data that provides 

the authors the opportunity to closely examine the various village election processes, 

including nominations, and study the influence they have on the leader’s land 

management decisions.  

“Fairness” and Land Reallocation 

Like the variation in the nomination process among villages, we also observe 

heterogeneity across villages in local land management systems.  From the onset of 

the house responsibility system (HRS) in the early 1980s, which allowed households 

to farm individual plots of land, local leaders have periodically reallocated village 

land.
22

  Although HRS equally divided the village land among households, the land is 

still officially “owned” by the village.  Hence, despite provisions in national laws and 

periodic promulgations by national and regional officials, local leaders in many, but 

not all villages, readjust the land every few years.
23

  In our sample, we find that many 

villages have reallocated their land in recent years, though the timing of the 

reallocations differs across villages.  For example, every village has had at least one 

village-wide land adjustment since 1992 and over 50 percent of these reallocations 

occurred between 1998 and 2000 (see Table 1). 

Table 1.  The Most Recent Land Reallocation (1992-2000)

 % (Villagers) 

1992 1 

 (4) 

1993-1997 41 

 (124) 

1998-2000 58 

 (178) 

Total 100 

 (306) 
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 In addition to differences in timing, not all land reallocations are of the same 

magnitude.  In some villages, leaders use partial readjustments that consist of adding 

or taking away plots of land from a household’s existing landholding when there is a 

change in household size. In other villages, leaders execute village-wide reallocations 

that involve most or all households giving back plots of land to the collective.  The 

village committee then reallocates land among the households such that each 

household receives a different plot of land.  Villages also differ by the proportion of 

land that is reallocated, some shift around all of their land while others only transfer a 

part of their landholding.
24

  In our sample, we observe this type of variation among 

villages.  For example, our interviews during the case studies found that in some 

villages, village-wide readjustments may result in the transfer of two-thirds or even 

all of their landholding.  In other villages, we found that leaders only shifted small 

amount of among ten to twenty households.  According to the interviews, the small 

readjustments occur more frequently than the village-wide land reallocations.

 Finally, several previous works and our study demonstrate that there are 

differences among villages in terms of the frequency of reallocations.  For example, 

in his study of land tenure and property rights in China, Li shows that there are 

differences among his sample provinces.
25

  He found that the average number of 

reallocations per village between 1983-1995 were as high as 3.4 in Liaoning and as 

low as 0.3 in Sichuan.  Our data show the same type of heterogeneity across villages.  

For example, we find that in some villages leaders have adjusted land as many as 

seven times since the introduction of the household responsibility system (HRS) 

while others report only one reallocation since HRS (see Table 2).  

Table 2.  Descriptive Statistics for the Control Variables
a

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Per-Capita Income (yuan) 1123 493 291 2277
     
Land per capita (mu)

b
3 1 1 6 

     
Number of plots farmed 4 1 2 8 
     
Number of land reallocations 3 1 1 7 
     
% village labor force off-farm 14 13 1 44 
     
Number of large village clans 2 1 1 4 
     
km to township center 3 3 0 10 
     
km to local market 9 8 1 40 
     
Village population 1032 864 312 3684 
a Also see section “Control Variables” 
bOne mu is equal to 0.16 acres or 0.06 hectors 
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 When examining these differences among villages, economists have noted that 

the patterns among villages within townships and among townships within counties 

demonstrate that local leaders indeed do appear to have decision-making authority 

over land allocations.  For example, Brandt et al. show that townships in 39 of their 

44 sample counties (88 percent) reported different frequencies of land adjustments at 

the village level; and villages in 52 out of 92 townships (57 percent) reported 

different frequencies.
26

Our data show that all of the townships in the 6 sample counties (100 percent) 

reported different frequencies at the village level; and 9 out of the 12 townships (75 

percent) reported different frequencies among villages.  This pattern of land 

allocation outcomes suggests that village leaders tend to have significant influence on 

land policy decisions.

 While the facts on the extent and nature of land adjustments are fairly clear 

(and those in our data are consistent with those in the literature), there is less 

certainty about the reasons why land reallocation decisions vary from one village to 

the next.  Some have stated that demographic changes, such as births, deaths and 

marriage, drive reallocation decisions.
 27

  Others have suggested that the village 

leaders use their power over villagers to extract benefits during the periodic 

reallocations of land. 
28

  Still others have argued that the pattern of reallocation may 

reflect the desire of leaders to maintain influence.
29

   For example, leaders may 

decide to transfer agricultural land for non-agricultural commercial use such as 

private village enterprises.   In villages with unequal access to off-farm labor 

opportunities, leaders may also decide to reallocate land in order to balance 

household incomes and land-to-labor ratios and curry favor with those households 

that spend most of their time in the village as full time farmers (and presumably have 

more day to day influence on local politics).
30

  Land may also be adjusted to increase 

productivity of agricultural households in order to facilitate the collection of quotas 

so local leaders can meet the obligations given to them by higher level officials 

(Turner et al., 2002).  Land reallocation also may be out and out rent collection.  In 

other words, there are many reasons that leaders may readjust land. 

 While it is of interest to the field why leaders allocate the land the way they 

do, in our study, we are interested mostly in whether or not the final outcome favors 

villagers or the leader.  Sometimes land adjustments (or lack there of) may favor the 

villagers.  In other cases, land reallocations will benefit the leaders themselves (or 

some small coalition aligned with the leader) to the determinant of the majority of 

villagers.  Unfortunately, it is difficult to assess, ex ante, based on any individual 

indicator about how land was readjusted, which set of villagers would believe a 

certain type of land reallocation was fair and which ones would believe it was not.

 As a result of this indeterminacy, in our survey we directly ask villagers about 

their opinion of the most recent land reallocation.  Specifically, we asked whether or 

not the most recent land reallocation was fair.
31

   “There are villagers who may 
believe that the most recent land reallocation was fair, there are also villagers who 
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believe the most recent reallocation was unfair.  Do you think the most recent land 
reallocation was fair or not?   Below is a 1 through 5 scale for the different degrees 
of fairness.”  It is this individual level information that was collected in response to 

this question that was turned into our measure of the dependent variable.  In order to 

maintain consistency between the last election and the most recent land adjustment, 

only villager respondents that reported land reallocations after the most recent 

election (between 1998 and 2000) are included in the analysis.

Village Elections and the Nomination Process 

The core concepts we use to assess Chinese village elections are open and 

closed nomination process.  For an election to be considered “open”, two conditions 

must be met: (1) no one can modify the outcome of the elections beforehand or ex 

post facto, and (2) all participants must openly subject their interests to competition 

and uncertainty.
32

  As long as the election is not “fixed” beforehand, and the results 

are unchanged once the votes are counted, the first condition is met.  If voters and 

candidates are willing to accept the unknown outcome of the election, with a full 

understanding that the losers will have another chance at the next election, then the 

second condition is met.  Uncertainty applies to both the candidates and the winners.  

Before the election, open nominations will produce candidates to challenge the 

incumbent; then the candidates run in an election with an uncertain outcome.  If the 

candidates are not openly nominated by the electorate, but instead are pre-selected by 

a small group of individuals, then not all interests are subject to competition.  The 

outcome is more certain.  The narrow group that selects the candidates (i.e. the 

township officials or the village party secretary) can be certain that their interests will 

be met.
33

  Thus a “closed” nomination process means the village party secretary or 

the township officials select the candidates.

Although an open nomination process is the key part of a “free and fair” 

election, there is significant heterogeneity across villages in China.  Recent surveys 

on village elections in China have consistently found variation in the nomination 

process.  Turner and Brandt (2002) find the villagers report more than 6 different 

ways that candidates are nominated in their six province, 60 village study.  In one of 

the most definitive books on the village elections to come out of the People’s 

Republic of China, Bai Gan finds three types on nomination methods that are 

prevalent throughout his case studies; villager, party branch and township 

government.
 34

 In our study, we categorize the sample villages by the type of nomination 

process adopted: either villager (open) or party branch or township government 

(closed).   In our sample, the villager nomination process is one in which the 

electorate nominates the candidates.  The most common method that we observe in 

our villages is the “open sea” nomination process (haixuan).
35

  In its more common 

form, the villager nomination is one in which the villagers convene in a community-

wide meeting and any person or group of persons can nominate a candidate.  These 
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villages are similar to what O’Brien calls “up-to-the-standard” villages or “model 

villages,” where the election law is implemented in a way that is most consistent with 

national laws.
36

“Closed” nominations are those controlled by the village party branch or the 

township.  In the case of village party branch nominations, the candidates are 

nominated during a party branch meeting and not in an open village assembly.  In 

some cases, the nominees are selected by a party branch vote.  In other cases, the 

village party secretary chooses the candidates.  Party branch nominations are not 

uncommon.  In one 1996 study of Shaanxi villages, the researcher reports that the 

party branch nominated the over 50 percent of the candidates in his sample.
37

  When 

the township party branch controls the nomination process, the outcome is much 

more certain and no one in the village is involved.   

The literature has documented differences in the nomination process at several 

levels of administrative units, including from province to province.  According to our 

categorization of nomination processes, provinces such as Fujian and Jilin, which 

have been touted as examples of provinces that have developed sound election 

processes, nearly 100 percent of nominations are villager nominations.  In contrast, 

according to a data set collected by the authors in 2000, less than 40 percent of 

elections in Hubei held villager nominations, the rest being a mix of party and 

township nominations.    

Our data also show heterogeneity across the sample counties within Shaanxi 

province (Table 3).  In three of the six counties, all nominations were either by the 

party or the township; villagers did not participate in the nomination process in any 

of the sample villages.  In the three other counties, however, villagers nominated 

candidates in 50 to 100 percent of the village elections.  Although we do not know 

what explains the differences among counties, it is clear county policy plays an 

important role.
38

Table 3.  “Open” and “Closed” Village Nomination Type by County 
a

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 

 % (villages) 

       

“Open” 67  50  100  

nomination (4)  (3)  (5)  

       

“Closed” 33 100 30 100  100 

nomination (2) (6) (3) (6)  (5) 

       

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 (6) (6) (6) (6) (5) (5) 
a “open” nominations are villager nominated candidates, while “closed” nominations include party 

branch, township government nominations and appointments.   
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Although the county plays an important role in determining the election 

process, there is also variation between townships within counties and between 

villages within townships (see Table 4)
39

.  In our sample, we observe variation 

between villages in eight out of twelve townships.  In several cases, we find villager 

and township nominations within the same township.     

Thus the key independent variables are the village nomination process.  

Villages with villager nominated candidates are called “open” village elections while 

villages with township and party secretary nominated candidates are called “closed” 

elections.  The association between the open nomination process and villagers 

opinion towards the most resent land reallocation means that the village leaders 

subject to uncertain electoral outcomes in the future may redistribute the land in a 

more equitable and fair manner than leaders in villages with a closed nomination 

process facing more certain electoral outcomes.  In order to test this relationship we 

propose two hypotheses: (H1) villagers believe that the most recent land reallocation 
was fair in villages with an open nominations process.  We expect that openly 

elected village leaders will have the incentive to make fair and equitable land 

reallocation decisions that reflect villagers’ preferences and villagers will accept this 

decision.  This is the procedural justice hypotheses such that individuals will accept 

the outcome, even an unequal outcome, if they feel it was the result of a fair and 

evenhanded decision. (H2):  villagers believe that the most recent land reallocation 
was not fair in villages with a closed nominations process.  Given the greater 

certainty in being nominated and possibly “elected” in the next election, the leaders 

may have less incentive to redistribute the land according to villager preferences.   

Therefore, we expect villagers will express a negative attitude toward the most recent 

land reallocation decision.

Based on such a measure, we can clearly see that the type of nomination used 

during the election process is positively correlated with the perception of villagers of 

whether the most recent land reallocation was fair or not (see Table 5).   In villages 

with open nominations, the vast majority of villagers (over 70 percent) believe the 

most recent land adjustment was fair.  Whereas, in villages with direct township 

intervention, the majority of villagers (over 60 percent) believed that the most recent 

last reallocation was unfair.  Although there are many explanations for this 

correlation, one interpretation is that openly elected leaders tend to make evenhanded 

decisions regarding the division of collective land.  With an eye on the next open 

election, these leaders may make land policy decisions that better reflect the 

preferences of the majority of villagers.
40

Control Variables 

The data for the control variables were collected during the survey in 2000.  

The control variables include both individual and village level data.  Individual level 

data includes the number of plots, per-capita income and land per-capita and are 
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derived from individual questions from the villager questionnaire.  For example, 

villagers were asked, “How many plots of land do you farm?”  Per-Capita income 

measure is the reported household income divided by the reported number of people 

living in the household. Land per-capita is measured the same way reported land 

(mu) for the household is divided by the number of people living in the household.   

The village level data is from the village accountant questionnaire. The 

percentage of the labor force engaged in off-farm labor is the reported number of 

people working in local industry divided by the total village labor force.  Typically, 

the off-farm laborers are individuals working outside the village in a township 

enterprise (few villages in our sample had village enterprises). The data for the 

number of large clans also comes from the accountant.  A large clan is measured as 

twenty or more households with the same family name.  Distance to the township 

center is the reported number of kilometers from the center of the village to the 

township government offices.  Distance to the nearest open market is the reported 

number of kilometers from the center of the village to the nearest market town.  A 

traditional market town is where the farmers gather to sell their produce or products 

at a specific time. Typically, the market occurs once or twice every ten-days (xun).

In our sample, the market town tends to be a greater distance away from the village 

than the township government offices. 

EMPIRICAL MODEL

Although the descriptive statistics of the village elections and local land policy 

are a useful way to summarize information and suggest that the nomination process 

has an impact on villager’s attitudes toward the most recent land reallocation, it is 

important to account for the effects of other variables.  It is possible that the influence 

of the election process on villager’s opinion on the fairness of land adjustment in the 

descriptive statistics are masked by the correlations between village elections and 

other factors.  Multivariate analysis is required to address such questions about the 

effect of village elections conditional on many other potential determinants of 

farmer’s opinion toward land reallocations.

In order to understand the question of whether the village election process 

matters for the determination of villager attitude toward land adjustment, holding 

other factors constant, we first use an OLOGIT regression approach.
41

  Specifically, 

the measure for villager opinion of the most recent land reallocation is regressed on a 

variable measuring the nomination process in the village as well as a series of control 

variables (Z), household income, land per capita, off-farm employment, the number 

of village clans, and the distance to local administrative center (township) and market 

(Table 2).  The basic model is

Yij = α +  Viβ +  Zijδ εj
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Where yij is the ith household’s attitude toward the last land reallocation in village j
and Vij is a series of three dummy variables measuring the type of nomination 

process used in village j (with the excluded category being those villages in which 

the leaders were appointed).  The parameters to be estimated are β and δ, and β is our 

parameter of interest, measuring the effect of the three nomination processes denoted 

by N on village perceptions of the fairness of land reallocations. 

Our choice of control variables is based on the findings in previous studies of 

the determinants of land reallocations.  For example, Liu et al. find that more land 

abundant villages tend to adopt more egalitarian land reallocation decisions.
42

  This 

suggests that land per capita may have an influence on the type of land adjustment 

policy adopted.   Turner et al. (2002) include the number of plots per farm as a 

measure of the cost of undertaking land reallocations (the more plots, the more 

difficult, the less the reallocations).  In this same spirit, we include the percentage of 

the village labor force engaged in off-farm employment and the number of large 

kinship groups within the village.  Variables measuring the distance to the township 

government offices and the local market as well as county dummies are included to 

control for geographical effects in the same way other researchers do.
43

The equation estimation has both strengths and weaknesses.  One the one 

hand, it is the simplest way to measure the effect of nominations on villager 

perception of the fairness of the most recent land reallocation, holding other factors 

constant.  On the other hand, there is a potential danger of endogeneity.  It is possible 

that some unobserved variable is affecting both villager attitudes and the nomination 

process.  If so, our estimated parameter, β, is biased (reflecting the influence of the 

unobserved effect instead of capturing the pure effect of nominations).  In order to 

correct the possible endogeneity, we use instrumental variables (IV).  We find that a 

set of county policy variables are correlated with the three types of nomination 

process, but conceptually uncorrelated with villager attitude toward the most recent 

land reallocation except through its effect on nominations.   Hence, we also use our 

county policy proxy as an IV and run a two-stage-least-squares (2SLS) analysis to 

correct for the potential endogeneity.

RESULTS

 In almost all respects, the multivariate regression analysis performs well 

(Table 6).  The coefficient for the villager nomination variable in the model has the 

expected sign and is significant.  Moreover, the results clearly demonstrate that the 

findings in the descriptive results hold up to the multivariate analysis.  Moreover, the 

results demonstrate that the findings in the descriptive results hold up to the 

multivariate analysis.  For example, we find that clans have a negative influence on 

the attitude of villagers toward the most recent land reallocation.  In villages with two 
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or more large clans, farmers believe the most recent land adjustment was unfair.  The 

results suggest that village cadres may use their position to benefit the members of 

their clan at the expense of the other villagers or kinship groups.  Our findings are 

similar to other studies that look at village governance and clans.
44

In addition, we find that other variables in the OLOGIT model are also in the 

predicted direction and our results mirror those found in other studies of leaders and 

land policy in rural China.  For example, we find that number of plots has a 

significant influence on villager attitude toward the most recent land reallocation.  

The greater the number of plots a villager farms the more they tend to believe the 

most recent land adjustment was unfair.  Although this result is surprising, our 

findings are similar to Turner et al. (2002), and suggest that, in villages with a large 

number of individual plots, land reallocations are more costly and it may be difficult 

for leaders to make an equitable distribution of land.
45

Most importantly, the results suggest that the open nomination process does 

indeed influence the elected leaders’ land reallocation decisions.  The results are 

consistent with an interpretation that openly elected leaders tend to make land policy 

decisions that reflect the preferences of their constituents.  This supports the 

procedural justice hypotheses.  In every land reallocation, both large and small, there 

are winners and losers; some villagers will gain plots of land while others will lose a 

few.  The key concept of procedural justice is that individuals will accept an unequal 

outcome if they feel it was the result of a fair and evenhanded decision.   Interviews 

with farmers also confirm that they are more willing to accept unequal distribution of 

land if they believe the leader made a fair decision.    

 The results also demonstrate that party and township nominated leaders are 

apt to make decisions that many villagers perceive as being less fair.   For party 

branch and township nominated leaders, the coefficient is negative, but not 

statistically significant.  One interpretation of this result is that when leaders are not 

nominated by a process that includes villagers they make biased decisions regarding 

village land use and distribution.  This implies that these leaders tend to make the 

unfair land policy decisions and that a number of farmers in these villages are 

unwilling to accept the distributive outcome.

 One explanation for the perceived of the unfair land reallocation decision is 

that the party branch and township nominated leaders may use their position for 

personal gain and increase their own land holdings or those of their relatives.  

Researchers have argued that leaders may take advantage of their position to increase 

their own welfare and those in their immediate family.
46

  In most of these arguments, 

however, it is unclear why some leaders are able to use their position for personal 

gain and other are not.  In our sample, we find that in villages with township 

nominated leaders, the leader, on average, has nearly twice as much land as anyone 

else in the village.  On the other hand, in villages with openly nominated leaders, the 

leader has roughly the same amount of land as the rest of the village households 

(Table 7).  Even though the villagers voted for the township nominated candidates in 
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a competitive election, these leaders may not be constrained by the election process 

nor do they fear losing the next election.  This is because township officials can 

manipulate the elections process such that the “preferred” candidate will remain in 

office.  The candidate nomination process occurs outside the village and the eventual 

leader may owe his or her position to the township officials rather than the villager.  

Moreover, the township leaders may allow these leaders to allocate themselves more 

land as a form of land salary.  This is not unusual.  Villager nominated leaders also 

receive an extra two or three mu of land in lieu of a cash salary, but the township 

nominated leaders tend to collect a much larger land payment.  The extra land 

payment may be given to these leaders so that they will comply with the township 

government requests.
47

   In addition, during our case studies, in villages where the 

township officials interfered with the leader’s selection process, farmers often 

referred to these elections as “fake” (jiade) or “elections with a appointed result” 

(xuanju you remindejiegou).   Hence, in these villages farmers tend to believe that 

both the election process and land distribution are conducted unfairly.   

 Finally, two-stage least squares (2SLS) regression analysis also performs well, 

and the county instrumental variables do seem to correct for the possible endogeneity 

problem.  The coefficients for all three of the nomination process variables in the 

2SLS are in the same direction and are actually of a greater magnitude (in absolute 

value sense) generally the same magnitude of the OLOGIT and OLS model.  As the 

descriptive statistics suggest, the three nomination processes are highly correlated 

with six sample counties, but villager attitudes toward land reallocations are not.  

Thus, we are relatively confident that the village election process, holding all other 

select demographic variables constant, does influence villagers’ attitudes toward 

local land policy decisions.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 In this paper we have sought to understand the effect of the village election 

process on leaders’ behavior through an examination of villagers’ attitudes towards 

leader’s performance.  To do so, the first part of the paper documents the 

development of competitive village elections and the nomination of potential 

candidates in rural China.  We show that competitive elections are not enough to 

constrain elected leader’s behavior and that an open nomination process is one of the 

key factors in ensuring a free and fair village election which guarantees an uncertain 

electoral outcome.  In this situation, if a leader desires reelection, then he or she will 

make local land policy decisions that reflect the preferences of their village 

constituents.  The main reason is because, for the majority of villagers in rural China, 

land is the most important economic resource.  At the same time, we demonstrate 

how the local party branch and township officials can manipulate a competitive 

election through control over the nomination process, and, as a result, influence the 
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electoral outcome.  The abuse of power on the part of higher officials weakens the 

institutional constraint of the election process. 

         Moreover, we produce evidence that villagers’ perceptions of the effectiveness 

of local leaders are indeed shaped by judgments about the fairness of their decision-

making procedures.  In villages with an open nomination processes, villagers 

overwhelmingly reported that the most recent land reallocation was fair, while in 

villages with township government (closed) nominations farmers believed the last 

land adjustment was unfair.   Thus, the data supports the procedural justice argument 

that fair policy decisions are a consequence of institutions, which influence leaders 

behavior, and satisfy the principles of public goods distribution to which the majority 

can agree upon.

 Although our results echo the expectations of China’s national leaders that the 

open election process will constrain local leaders and provide villagers with a better 

understanding of their leaders’ behavior, there is still a tremendous amount of 

heterogeneity among villages.  Hence, while writing the open nomination process 

into the Organic Law of Village Committees is an important step in strengthening 

local self-government, the provincial as well as county governments should take an 

active role in ensuring that the election laws are fully implemented and free from 

manipulation by local officials.

Table 5.  Villagers’ Attitude Toward the Last Land Reallocation by Nomination Type 
a

 Villager Party Branch Township Appointed 

 Nomination Nomination Nomination Leaders 

 percentage 

 (number of villager respondents) 

     

Fair 71 57 38 35 

 (47) (21) (20) (8) 

     

Unfair 29 43 62 65 

 (19) (16) (32) (15) 

     

Total 100 100 100 100 

 (66) (37) (52) (23) 
a Only reallocations which occurred in 1998, 1999 and 2000 are included in the analysis.  Of the 

villager respondents, 58% (178) reported to have the most recent land reallocation between 1998-

2000.  
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Table 6. Ologit, OLS & 2SLS on Villager’s Attitude Toward Recent Land Reallocation

 Ologit OLS 2SLS 

 coefficient (z-score) coefficient (t-score) 

    

open nomination     2.41***     1.85***    2.87***

 (2.71) (2.62) (2.65) 

    

party branch nomination              -0.24 -0.16             0.28 

 (0.31) (0.24) (0.36) 

    

township nomination -0.12 -0.23            -1.32 

 (0.17) (0.40) (0.93) 

    

per capita income    -0.002***     -0.001***  -0.001**

 (2.62) (2.55) (2.03) 

    

number of plots   -1.00**   -0.77*** -1.12 

 (2.30) (2.40) (1.43) 

    

% of off-farm labor -0.01            -0.02            -0.05 

 (0.43) (0.86) (1.38) 

    

land per-capita 0.13 0.10 0.09 

 (1.36) (1.33) (1.05) 

    

number of clans -0.15            -0.20 0.22 

 (0.48) (0.36) (0.96) 

    

distance to  0.06  0.05 0.02 

township (0.46) (0.67) (0.21) 

    

distance to market 0.10              0.07 0.13 

 (1.47) (1.33) (1.40) 

    

county 1 0.78 0.71  

 (0.84) (0.96)  

county 2 0.82 0.70  

 (0.63) (0.66)  

county 3 1.03 0.66  

 (1.30) (1.06)  

county 4              -0.15 -0.12  

 (0.17) (0.16)  

    

constant      5.97***  6.78*

  (3.12) (1.96) 

    

R-squared  0.30 0.21 

* significant at 10%,  ** significant at 5%,  *** significant at 1%; N = 178
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Table 7.  Distribution of Land between Villagers, Elected Leaders and the Party 

Secretaries by Nomination Type
 a

 Villager Party Branch Township 

 Nomination Nomination Nomination 

 mean mu of land 

 (number of respondents) 

    

Villagers 10.0 10.7 9.2 

 (98) (60) (75) 

    

Leaders 11.5 11.5 17.8 

 (11) (6) (8) 

    

Party Sec 14.8 17.6 13.5 

 (11) (25) (8) 
a In the whole sample,  the mean mu for villagers is 10.0, for leaders 13.6 and for party secretaries 

15.0.   
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the township government selects candidates because they are economically well off and had 

previously “rented in” large tracks of land.  Nevertheless, the data is suggestive and points to a level 
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