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My research studies political economy and political institutions under authoritarian rule 

with China as the area focus. This agenda centers on the questions of how autocrats manage 
their relations with both regime allies and the broader public, and how such strategies would 
affect socioeconomic situations (e.g., the allocation of public resources, the quality of 
governance, social control, etc.). Specifically, I conduct my research in three perspectives. First, 
I study how an autocrat can discipline and motivate regime allies to behave as expected, and 
what are the consequences of such principal-agent relations on governance. Second, my 
research focuses on how autocrats co-opt citizens and manage their political participation via 
behavioral and institutional strategies. More importantly, I am interested in how the political 
considerations of managing the public and allies affect the distribution of resources, 
particularly when the needs of the public and allies collide. I have several projects examining 
the first two questions with both quantitative and qualitative methods, while my dissertation 
explores the third question. Additionally, I also have expertise in survey experiments, 
especially as a technique for studying public opinion in authoritarian regimes. In the following 
paragraphs, I lay out my past and future research agenda in detail.  
 
The strategic balance between allies and the public: trade-offs in survival strategies 

How politics affects the distribution of resources is one of the central questions in political 
economy. For authoritarian regimes, conventional literature argues that autocrats need to 
manage both regime allies and the public well in order to survive. One of the key strategies is 
to distribute benefits to regime allies to maintain the ruling coalition and distributing benefits 
to the outside public for cooptation. The challenge is that the distributions of benefits to two 
groups are sometimes conflictual when total resources are limited. How do autocrats make 
trade-offs between the competing survival needs of co-opting public and maintaining allies?  

My dissertation focuses on the distributional strategies of autocrats in keeping a balance 
between regime allies and outside public with a focus on the distributional strategies in China. 
I aim to provide an answer to the question of "who gets what, when, and how" in non-
democratic context by evaluating how regime survival, one of the core themes in authoritarian 
politics, affect the distribution of resources.   

In the dissertation, I define the distribution of the benefits as either particularistic or 
universalistic. Particularistic benefits are resources are distributed disproportionally to a small 
and specific group of people at the expenses of the whole society. Universalistic benefits, on 
the other hand, are benefits that encompass society as a whole. I argue that the choice of 
distributional strategy depends on the trade-off between fitness and broadness. Particularistic 
benefits can be individually tailored and targeted, and thus can fit recipients’ needs. However, 
it would be very costly to cover a broad group of people efficiently by particularistic benefits. 
Universalistic benefits, on the contrary, provide a one-size-fits-all type of benefits that covers 
broadly, but it also lacks the flexibility to be individually tailored to fit the individual needs.  

In my dissertation, I develop a theory to argue that autocrats tend to satisfy the demand 



for particularistic benefits from regime allies and the demand for universalistic benefits from 
general public. The idea behind this is that autocrats have information and network to design 
individually tailored benefits for allies but are unable to do so effectively for the public. I 
further argue that when two goals collide, autocrats should prioritize the group with more 
urgent needs (e.g. the one with a higher risk of instability or stronger angers), while reducing 
other benefits to the group to compensate the other side. 

In my dissertation, I test my theory of particularistic/universalistic benefits with an 
original dataset of delegates’ proposals submitted and the corresponding government responses 
in the People’s Congress system, China’s legislative institution, and show that government 
provides stronger promise to the request of particularistic benefits when it is made by allies 
and the request of universalistic benefits when made by public outsiders. I then test my theory 
of autocrat’s choices for conflictual demands of benefits by evaluating the anti-corruption and 
budget spending in China. The idea is that anti-corruption is a universalistic benefit that public 
urgently requires, while it is directly damaging the interests of local officials,who are the 
regime’s key allies. I show that the government will reduce the public spending on social 
welfare and public goods in the provinces with more anti-corruption investigations while 
increasing the spending on bureaucratic welfare and other economic and political rewards to 
local officials. It fits my theory since the Chinese regime is providing a less corrupted 
environment to the public, but, at the same time, also reducing spending on public welfare, 
another type of universalistic benefits, to compensate the local officials to keep their loyalty. 

My dissertation directly engages with two groups of literature. For the literature on 
authoritarian regimes, I expand on the studies of cooptation theory and ruling coalitions by 
explaining which types of resources are particularly effective in soliciting supports from allies 
and the public. In addition, I examine the strategies autocrats use when the requests from allies 
and public are in conflict. In general, my dissertation answers how the political needs of 
coopting the public and maintain ruling coalition should affect the allocation of resources in 
authoritarian regimes. For the literature on Chinese politics, I build from studies of public 
participation, especially the participation in the People’s Congress System, and government 
responsiveness. Since most conventional studies just focus on the public participate in policies 
and politics in China but provide little evidence on how government process and respond to 
those public inputs, my finding provides information on the “next step” by explaining how the 
government would respond when it receives requests and opinion from different sides and 
under what conditions can public inputs be effective and useful.  

My plan after graduation is to turn my dissertation into a book project and include more 
evidence on how autocrats balance their distributional strategies to meet the conflictual needs 
from both public and regime allies. I would also like to develop a formal model to describe the 
distributional strategies of autocrats. The proposed book would provide intellectual values to 
scholars of political economy and scholars of Chinese politics. It can provide evidence to a 
general theory of authoritarian distribution of resources in response to different and conflictual 
political demands, and also details and insights on the policy and politics of Chinese 
government in the central and the local level. 
 



Managing the Public 
My work on how autocrats manage the public is closely related to my dissertation and 

focuses on how autocrats facilitate, maintain, and respond to public participation. In one of my 
papers published in Governance, I specifically examine the policy participation of China’s 
environmental NGOs in environmental policies. With a focus on policy advocacy, I develop a 
typology of advocacy channels through which civil organizations participate in the policy 
process. I then extend the conventional resource dependence theory in the organizational study 
to political resources and explain how different relations between NGOs and government 
would shape NGO’s choices of advocacy channels and the responses they can get from the 
government regarding their policy advocacy. I demonstrate these arguments with data 
generated from extensive fieldwork and interviews on China’s environmental NGOs and 
environmental scholars, as well as qualitative analysis of relevant documents and policies.  

My research interests on autocrats and the public will continue to be about public 
participation in various settings. My dataset on delegates’ requests and government’s responses 
can provide more unique opportunities for me to study what will affect the types and the content 
of public participation and the strategies of how autocrats manage the participation in an 
authoritarian legislature. My connections with civil organizations in China established during 
my fieldwork will also be a unique resource in evaluating the strategies of public participation 
and its influences in civil society, especially in the new era of tightening political control.  
 
Managing allies 

My interests in how autocrats manage regime allies center on two questions: how to keep 
them loyal and how to motivate them to behave as expected in the principal-agent context. I 
believe these two are closely connected because autocrats need to reward regime allies for 
loyalty but also discipline allies to make sure they are behaving in the interests of the regime.  

While my dissertation is trying to answer the first question, one of my papers in the 
Journal of Contemporary China provides an answer to the second one. In that paper, I evaluate 
the selective implementation of extralegal methods and the appearance of the rule of law in 
China’s stability preservation and explain how the central government, as the principal, can 
shape the choice of local officials who work as the agent in this selective implementation 
scenario. I find that local officials with higher pressure of promotion and a better local economy 
would prefer the rule of law over extralegal methods in stability preservation. This finding 
advances our understanding on how officials in China's stability preservation balance the 
appearance of the rule of law and the effective yet extralegal actions for stability, It also 
contributes to studies on how autocrats can utilize career incentives to regulate local official. 

One of my ongoing projects, which is collaborating with Li Shao (Zhejiang University), 
tries to develop a new concept of local official’s behavior in implementing the central 
government’ policy in China. Built upon the Multitask principal-agent analysis in the 
economics literature, we argue that local officials may find the outcome of policy 
implementation unclear or unobservable in some cases. Therefore, they may select the way of 
implementation that is the most observable to the autocrats and/or their superior leaders, even 
though it may not be the most cost-effective way. We call this “theatrical performance” because 



the priority of the local official is not to achieve the best outcome of policy implementation but 
to maximize their visibility to their supervisors in order to maximize their career advancement. 
Our theory extends the selective implementation theory in China and explain how local 
officials would select when all policies are crucial to their career promotion. It also engages 
with the literature on promotion tournament model by specifying under what condition can 
promotion competition lead to social and economic development. Local officials would only 
implement policies in a way that facilitates development when it is visible to their supervising 
government; otherwise, local officials would only select the most visible yet inefficient way, 
which may not facilitate development at all. We are testing this argument in the environmental 
protection cases in China. 
 
Other Research 

In addition to my larger research agenda, I have methodological interests in applying the 
survey experiment method to evaluate the public opinion in authoritarian regimes. My paper 
co-authored with Li Shao in Political Studies utilizes an online survey experiment to measure 
the effect of political satire on people’s political attitudes. We find, ironically, that although 
political satire intends to undermine autocratic rule, it actually helps the authoritarian regimes 
at least in short-run because it reduces people’s willingness to participate in collective actions 
and protests by creating political cynicism and reducing political efficacy among satire readers. 
We are now using the survey experiment to study how Chinese people respond to unpopular 
policies and how the Chinese regime can use propaganda to manipulate it. One of our ongoing 
projects explores how Chinese people respond to the huge financial cost of the “Belt and Road 
Initiative” and how various types of propaganda can change their attitudes. We are also 
preparing to study public opinion on potential foreign immigration issues in China, which we 
believe will become an increasingly important political and social issue due to the serious aging 
problem in China. It may also provide a valuable opportunity to study public attitude towards 
immigration in an undemocratic society, which may be insightful when compared with those 
found in the U.S and other democracies. In addition to these works in China, I am also open 
for any collaboration that utilizes the survey experiment in measuring public opinion in other 
settings. I believe that collaboration with scholars in other field would not only bring new 
insights to my research agenda but also contribute to the academic community in general. I 
would like to exchange research ideas with people from other fields and apply my expertise in 
collaborative works. For example, I am currently co-authoring a paper (with Nathan Carrington, 
a fellow graduate student at Syracuse) about how competitions with other minority groups 
affects the partisan identity of Asian American in U.S. politics, which utilize my expertise in 
survey experiment and my knowledge on Asian American communities. 

  
During my time as a graduate student at Syracuse University, I published two papers and 

co-authored one. These projects involve various methods, including quantitative data collection 
and analysis, online surveys and experiments, fieldwork, interviews, and archive studies. I 
believe my training and my research experiences have prepared me well in pursuing my 
research agenda in my future career. 


