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Abstract
In China, government at all levels relies on the specially selected graduates (SSG) scheme to recruit elite
university students as future political leaders. This article examines the mechanism of the SSG scheme and
the relationship between elite university education and political selection in China. We show that elite
education is increasingly stratified, such that graduates from top elite universities have significant selection
advantages in the SSG competition and are more likely to be offered incentives and preferences. We argue
that taking elite university education as a hard eligibility criterion reinforces the homophily effects in
selection of future political elites and strengthens the political influence of top elite universities on
China’s politics. Further, because poor and lower-class students have little chance of entering elite univer-
sities, the SSG does not provide an effective route of upward mobility for non-elite classes. Merit-based
political recruitment as a channel of upward mobility for non-elite classes is largely an illusion.

摘摘要要

选调生政策是中国政府用来选拔和培养党政干部后备人选的重要手段。本文通过考察定向选调生

制度的运行机制，分析了中国精英教育和政治精英选拔之间的关系。研究结果表明，教育分层有

进一步加剧的趋势，精英大学毕业生在选调生选拔中具有明显优势。本文认为，将精英大学的教

育经历作为选调生选拔的准入门槛，强化了政治精英群体中的同质化效应，同时也增强了精英大

学的政治影响力。此外，我们发现非精英阶层家庭出身的学生很少有机会能进入精英大学，这导

致他们想通过择优的政治选拔制度实现社会向上流动，在很大程度上是一种不切实际的幻想。
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The ability of a political system to attract and retain high-quality graduates to serve the country is
critical for state governance and policy implementation.1 Previous research on political selection has
focused mostly on the candidate pool and how the preferences of elite university graduates affect
their political careers.2 However, of equal importance to elite graduates’ choices (i.e. supply-side
response) but far less researched are government recruitment preferences (i.e. demand-side policy),
which establish eligibility criteria and determine the source of elite legitimacy. These preferences
reinforce homophily and factional ties among political elites.3 While the candidate pool may influ-
ence the overall quality of the graduates who aspire to become political leaders, government recruit-
ment preference is more important in determining which candidates are hired and, hence, in
shaping elite upward mobility.
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1 Bell 2016.
2 Liu and Wang 2019.
3 Opper, Nee and Brehm 2015; Seligman 1964.
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This article examines the Chinese government’s elite recruitment preferences by studying the rela-
tionship between university education and elite selection. In China, meritocratic criteria, particularly
academic credentials, have been taken as a source of elite legitimacy since the cadre personnel reform
in the 1990s. To attract high-quality cadre personnel, the Chinese government has made tremendous
efforts to recruit graduates from elite universities, which both narrows down the pool of potential
future political leaders on the one hand and naturally leads to the blossoming of elite-university
alumni networks within government on the other. Homophily arising from a common school experi-
ence leads to a significant advantage for elite university graduates in the political recruitment, selec-
tion and promotion processes.4 These advantages in turn motivate graduates from top elite
universities to choose a political career.5 But because elite universities only recruit a small proportion
of their students from poor, lower-class families, these advantages are open only to a few.
Merit-based political recruitment has resulted in a closed loop of homophily that excludes broad seg-
ments of the population from the highest echelons of the political bureaucracy. Merit-based political
recruitment as a channel of upward mobility for non-elite classes is largely an illusion.

We use a dataset from China’s special civil service recruitment system – the specially selected
graduates (xuandiaosheng 选调生, hereafter SSG) scheme – to examine the selection advantages
that graduates from elite universities have and to illuminate how elite education shapes the political
elite selection process. The SSG scheme, which was first developed in the 1980s, is designed chiefly
to cultivate Party reserve cadres and select high-quality personnel for grassroots-level governments.
By design, it enables the party-state to recruit high-quality university graduates into the cadre work-
force directly from universities. These selected graduates are provided with a fast track to fill higher-
level governmental positions that is not accessible to civil servants recruited through the regular civil
service examination.6

To further differentiate university graduates, in 2009 the Chinese government stratified the SSG
scheme into two types of recruitment plans. The first, the non-target-based plan ( feidingxiang
xuandiao 非定向选调), recruits fresh graduates from ordinary universities across the country.
The second, the target-based plan (dingxiang xuandiao 定向选调), recruits graduates only from
specified elite universities. In recent years, the target-based SSG scheme has gained ascendancy
in SSG recruitment across the country, which has made the government’s preference for elite uni-
versity graduates more pronounced in political selection.

We thus advance our key argument that access to elite university education denotes an easy path-
way to a political career, with the significant downside of enlarging social inequality due to increasing
educational stratification. To support our argument, we show that as the elite university education sys-
tem has become more stratified, commensurate changes in elite recruitment processes have been put
in place. In this study, we consider the internal stratification among elite universities and explore the
advantages and incentives that have benefited top elite university graduates in elite political selection.

We collect and code data on recruitment quotas, scope, requirements and incentive strategies
from provincial target-based SSG recruitment plans from 2017 to 2021 to create a province-level
panel dataset on SSG selection. We match these data with provincial socioeconomic characteristics
to further identify the regional effects of target-based SSG recruitment on governments’ recruitment
preference for university graduates, particularly graduates from elite universities.

This article contributes to several strands of research. By exploring the relationship between uni-
versity education and political selection, it speaks directly to the literature on the role of elite uni-
versity education in shaping and nurturing political elites. Many previous studies have argued that
merit-based elite recruitment, taking elite university education as a hard eligibility criterion, can
produce high-quality politicians, and provide a visible channel of upward mobility for non-elites

4 Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012.
5 Shirk 1993.
6 Tsai and Liao 2022.
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and ultimately enhance regime resilience.7 One drawback in these studies is their lack of under-
standing of the internal stratification in elite university education and its effect on political selection.
Our study provides nuanced evidence that shows how internal stratification, measured in terms of
competition intensity and incentives within the target-based SSG scheme, affects elite selection.

Moreover, this paper builds on the work of many scholars who have focused on the role of alumni
networks in political elite recruitment.8 By examining the selection advantages accruing to elite uni-
versity graduates in SSG selection, this paper shows how elite university education has reinforced the
homophily of political elites and hence strengthened the political influence of China’s top elite uni-
versities. We also point out the potential role of the SSG scheme as a significant social stratifier and
discuss the unintended but unsurprising outcome of elite closure and increasing social inequality.

This article also contributes to the work on the determinants of political elite selection. Extant
research findings mainly focus on how regional socioeconomic characteristics such as economic
development level, fiscal capacity, supply of public services and the like have affected the scale of
civil service recruitment.9 We complement this strand of research by examining the effects of gov-
ernment recruitment preference. Furthermore, as this is the first empirical study on elite preference
in SSG recruitment, our findings shed some light on the developments, challenges and prospects of
China’s special civil service recruitment system.

Political Meritocracy in China

China’s political meritocracy is considered a variant of Weberian bureaucracy.10 Merit-based elite
recruitment, a typical feature of Weberian bureaucracy, can be a double-edged sword: it improves
the competence of officials on the one hand, but concentrates power in a ruling minority on the
other.11 While the stated purpose of merit-based recruitment is to select the most qualified and com-
petent personnel and to give ordinary citizens an opportunity to move into the ruling class,12 if recruit-
ment targets elite university graduates, and if elite universities take very few students from the ranks of
the rural poor, then the latent function of merit-based recruitment is to reinforce social inequality.13

Another important characteristic of Weberian bureaucracy is a predictable career ladder, which
provides long-term tangible and intangible, power-based privileges, and benefits to selected elites.14

In China, elite university graduates are drawn into a mutually advantageous state–scholar nexus
where the elites accede to political compliance in return for the privileges and benefits provided
by the state. The system thus reinforces the state’s legitimacy by producing “educated acquies-
cence.”15 Simultaneously, the rural poor who are disadvantaged in access to elite universities may
not embrace the ideology of meritocracy and will not see it as a source of legitimacy.

In general, most jobs in the Chinese bureaucracy are tied to the political needs of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). Under the one-party rule of the CCP, China’s cadre personnel manage-
ment has always been politically driven and characterized as a closed and top-down management
system. Political elites at all levels are selected, appointed and promoted by the upper levels of gov-
ernment.16 In other words, incumbent Party and government leaders serve as the selectorate, and
their preference has direct consequences for the composition of political leadership groups.

7 Bai and Jia 2016; Bell 2016.
8 Tsai and Liao 2019.
9 Schiavo-Campo 1998.
10 Bell 2016.
11 Gerth and Mills 1958.
12 Liu 2019.
13 Howlett 2022a; 2022b.
14 Gerth and Mills 1958.
15 Perry 2020.
16 Landry 2008.
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Moreover, the political careers of all cadres are hierarchically structured within a closed system.
Those who want to pursue high-level posts must enter the party-state bureaucracy, usually at the
entry level, and subsequently climb up the career ladder.17

As the Chinese government at all levels recruits new elites only at the entry level, it is very
important that they can attract and recruit the best university graduates. Before the personnel
reform in the 1980s, China’s elite recruitment, selection, deployment and promotion operated as
a centralized job placement system, where personal, university or work unit recommendation was
the main reference for decisions. This led to a closed job market filled with nepotism and patronage,
which inevitably impeded the upward mobility of the non-elite classes. This started to change with
the personnel reform in the 1980s. After several pilot schemes in various localities (e.g. Shenzhen),
the National Civil Service Examination (NCSE) was introduced in the 1990s and reinforced again in
the 2006 Civil Service Law.18 Since then, the NCSE has provided an open platform for all eligible
individuals to apply to join the civil service.

The Specially Selected Graduate Scheme: A “Talent Source Project”
The main goal behind the CCP’s introduction of merit-based elite recruitment systems like the
NCSE or the SSG is to be able to cultivate Party cadres who are both competent and politically
loyal.19 The SSG scheme is designed as a “talent source project” ( yuantou gongcheng 源头工程);
that is, a project sourcing outstanding graduates for mainly grassroots government posts directly
from specified universities. In 2000, the Central Organization Department issued a notice on “fur-
ther improving the selection of outstanding fresh university graduates to work at the grassroots
level.” The 2000 notice clarified that the policy goals of the SSG scheme are to cultivate reserve
cadres for the Party and to select high-quality personnel chiefly for Party and government institu-
tions at or above the county level.20

A graduate selected under the scheme becomes both a civil servant and reserve cadre. The SSG
recruitment process for reserve cadres is very different from the recruitment process for ordinary
civil servants in terms of recruitment requirements, selection methods and incentive measures
(see Table A1 in the Appendix). The recruitment requirements for SSGs are higher than those
for ordinary civil servants: an SSG candidate must not only have a degree from a good university
but must also have relevant experience as a student cadre and as a Party member or reserve member.
As in the ordinary civil service recruitment process, in many provinces, fresh graduates participating
in the SSG process are required to pass the standardized written examination. However, successful
SSG recruits will be given better treatment than ordinary civil servants (e.g. they will be on a fast
track for promotion, and they will receive attractive material incentives).

To further differentiate young university graduates, beginning in 2009 the Chinese government
stratified the SSG scheme into the non-target-based SSG scheme and the target-based SSG
scheme.21 Within the target-based scheme, SSG selection is only open to graduates from target uni-
versities, which are generally elite universities recognized by the central government (e.g. double
first-class [shuangyiliu 双一流] universities22) or local universities recognized by provincial govern-
ments. In terms of position assignment, the majority of the non-target-based SSGs will fill positions

17 Jiang, Shao and Zhang 2020.
18 State Council 2006.
19 Yan 2014.
20 Central Organization Department 2000.
21 In 2009, Chongqing became the first province to adopt the target-based SSG recruitment plan targeted at graduates from

Project 985 universities.
22 The Double First-class Project is a tertiary education development initiative designed by the State Council in 2015. The

double first-class universities represent the top 5 per cent of overall universities and colleges in mainland China; Ministry
of Education of China 2019.
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in grassroots agencies, such as section-level township units, while target-based SSGs will fill higher-
level positions, mostly at the county or municipal level, or even, in some special cases, in provincial-
level units.

Figure 1 illustrates the recruitment goals for non-target-based and target-based SSGs from 2017
to 2021. The recruitment quota for target-based SSGs has exceeded that for non-target-based SSGs
since 2019, and it grew to 60 per cent of the total in 2021 in accordance with the government’s
increasing preference for elite graduates in SSG selection in recent years. Figure 2 shows the
share of target-based SSG recruitment quotas of 29 provinces in 2020 (Tibet and Shaanxi are
excluded due to missing data). Among them, the western, north-eastern and south-eastern coastal
provinces have shown a pattern of significant preference for elite graduates in SSG selection.
Moreover, there are nine provinces that recruit only target-based SSGs.

Elite Education in China

Since the late 1990s, higher education in China has experienced unprecedented expansion and
increased stratification.23 In 2021, China had 2,756 registered universities, but these institutions var-
ied considerably in quality. All Chinese universities recruit students based on their scores in the
National College Entrance Examination. Each university sets a cut-off score and a fixed admission
quota for each province. This practice has gradually stratified universities into three tiers: elite uni-
versities, ordinary universities, and vocational colleges and institutions.24 Due to regional protec-
tionism, a university generally has a higher admission quota for its own province.25 As most elite
universities are located in economically advanced cities such as Beijing or Shanghai, students in
these cities have a greater chance of attending a top university than those in provinces like
Anhui or Qinghai.26 Even greater inequalities in access to universities exist between urban and

Figure 1. Shares of National Target-based SSG Recruitment Quotas, 2017–2021

23 Andreas (2004) showed the re-emergence of educational stratification in the 1980s. He stated that after the 1980s reforms,
resources were concentrated on urban elite education, neglecting rural basic education. Echoing Andreas, Huang (2008)
reported that China’s urban-biased development strategy under Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao led to a rise in illiteracy in the
early post-reform generation, though he noted it declined thereafter. Urban–rural education equality is a very important pol-
icy area for the Xi Jinping administration. Since the 2010s, a series of rural-focused higher-education expansion programmes
have been introduced. Their efficacy in combatting education inequality is debated as many beneficiaries of higher education
expansion end up being political or economic elites rather than the rural poor. Liu 2013; Yeung 2013; Wang 2014.

24 Jia and Li 2021.
25 Howlett 2022a.
26 Hannum and Wang 2006.
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rural areas. Although elite universities recruit the best and brightest across the whole country, they
lower their standards for students living in cities by providing preferential admission quotas. The
consequence is that rural students have less access to elite universities than urban students.27 In add-
ition, rural students start at a disadvantage educationally due to China’s urban–rural divide, which
favours those in urban regions legally, economically and socially.28 Students must take the college
entrance examination where their hukou (household registration) is located, which reduces rural
students’ academic opportunities from a young age.29 Other disadvantages, such as low family
income and low levels of parental education, contribute to ex ante disadvantages in educational
opportunities.30 Therefore, even though the college admission examination is theoretically merit
based and open to all social classes, its quota system has increased inequality in access to elite uni-
versities. Regional disparities and China’s urban–rural divide have further reinforced the role of elite
education as a significant social stratifier.

In this study, we use “elite universities” to refer to those in the first tier. In 2015, the State
Council proposed a tertiary education development initiative, the Double First-class University
Plan (hereafter the Double First-class Plan).31 The Double First-class Plan further demarcated
two types of top elite universities: “world first-class universities” (roughly equivalent to the earlier
Project 985 universities) and “universities with first-class academic discipline construction”
(roughly equivalent to the earlier Project 211 universities).32 This plan replaced all earlier plans
and projects.33 The plan strives to establish world-class Chinese universities and to transform
and upgrade their faculty members into world-class scientists and scholars by the end of 2050.

Figure 2. Shares of Target-based SSG Recruitment Quotas of 29 Provinces in 2020
Notes: Tibet and Shaanxi are excluded due to missing data.

27 Li et al. 2015.
28 Hannum, An and Cherng 2011; Rozelle and Hell 2020.
29 Yeung 2013.
30 Wang et al. 2013.
31 State Council 2015.
32 Project 211 is a Chinese government endeavour aimed at strengthening about one hundred universities and key discip-

linary areas for the 21st century. There are 112 universities in Project 211. Project 985 is a national project for founding
world-class universities in the 21st century. All 39 universities in Project 985 are included in the list of Project 211 uni-
versities, but Project 211’s remaining 73 universities are not in Project 985. See Ministry of Education of China 2017.

33 Ministry of Education of China 2019.
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There are 137 universities in the Double First-class Plan. Forty-two of these are categorized as the
world first-class universities, and 95 are categorized as first-class academic discipline construction
universities. Despite a massive expansion of higher education, Chinese students still face fierce com-
petition for places at elite universities. The 2020 data show that only 1.8 per cent of national college
entrance examination takers were able to get into world first-class universities.34

Research Hypotheses

Three main research questions and corresponding hypotheses guide this study. First, we ask if and
how elite education shapes political selection. Our previous discussion has alluded to the fact that
local government has shown a strong and explicit preference for target-based SSGs in both SSG selec-
tion and to fill jobs. In terms of eligibility criteria, all target-based SSG candidates must be fresh grad-
uates from elite universities, which means each candidate must have a bachelor’s degree from a
double first-class university. The admission score required for acceptance by elite universities is sig-
nificantly higher than that required by ordinary universities, thus effectively separating target-based
SSG candidates from non-target-based SSG candidates. SSG eligibility criteria have been raised in
recent years, and target-based SSG candidates are further separated into graduates from any double
first-class university, graduates from a world first-class university and graduates from a select subset
of world first-class universities. To select elite graduates, some provincial governments have a list of
target universities in the SSG recruitment plan. For example, Anhui province’s 2021 SSG recruitment
plan targeted only 19 world first-class universities.35 The stiffer eligibility criteria narrow down the
candidate pool and lower the competition intensity. As noted earlier, graduates from top elite uni-
versities have significant selection advantages due to extensive alumni networks. Therefore, we
believe that within the target-based SSG scheme, graduates from top elite universities face less com-
petition for selection and benefit from greater opportunities in job placement and promotion.
Extending this line of reasoning, we derive our first hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Access to elite education increases a candidate’s probability of being selected in
SSG recruitment.

Second, recognizing the relationship between regional characteristics and the number of elite grad-
uates recruited, we argue that the educational background requirements for SSG selection differ
depending on the characteristics of the region of the country (for example, levels of higher education,
economic development and fiscal capacity). When applying for jobs, potential applicants determine a
position’s attractiveness based on factors such as salary, working conditions and job security.36

Employment opportunities in economically advanced regions are often associated with higher pay
and better working conditions and are therefore more attractive to talents. Based on this understanding,
we expect that governments of less developed provinces are more likely to lower their requirements for
SSG applicants’ educational background due to talent shortage, leading to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Governments in less developed provinces will have lower requirements for the uni-
versities that target-based SSG applicants attended.

Third, because elite graduates generally have more lucrative career alternatives, it can be assumed
that civil service employment may not always be their first choice.37 This has propelled local

34 See https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/274502443.
35 Anhui Organization Department 2020.
36 Asseburg and Homberg 2020.
37 Murphy, Shleifer and Vishny 1991.
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governments to compete for elite graduates by offering incentives. For example, although in 2021
Ningxia province limited its target-based SSG applicant pool to candidates from only 19 of the
best universities – candidates who might well have had more appealing opportunities outside of
government – the provincial organization department stipulated that the SSGs recruited from the
target universities would receive between 30,000 and 70,000 yuan as a relocation payment. In add-
ition, recruits with master’s degrees who serve two years in grassroots units are promised a
follow-up deployment in a section chief leading position, and recruits with doctoral degrees are pro-
mised a deputy division-level leading position.38 In other words, compared with the career path of
an ordinary civil servant, an SSG graduate from an elite university is fast-tracked in selection,
deployment and promotion. Therefore, our third hypothesis states:

Hypothesis 3: Graduates from higher-ranked elite universities will receive more incentives in
target-based SSG recruitment.

As discussed earlier, elite graduates generally have more options in the job market and tend to
prefer positions with higher pay and better working conditions. Therefore, to compete for elite grad-
uates, local governments, particularly those in less developed regions, may need to make extra
efforts to enhance the attractiveness of their SSG schemes to elites by offering incentives. This
leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Governments in less developed provinces will provide more incentives to attract
elite graduates in target-based SSG recruitment.

Research Design

In order to test our hypotheses on how university education affects political selection, it would be
ideal to use a national sample of SSG candidates. However, obtaining such a sample is difficult
because (1) it is arduous to identify potential SSG candidates at the national level, and (2) there
are huge costs to tracking individual career choices over time. Given these difficulties, we elected
an alternative design focusing on government decisions on elite recruitment. We start by exploring
possible determinants of province-level target-based SSG recruitment quotas. Since the overall
recruitment quotas cannot well explain the competition intensity of political selection, we then
use an alternative measurement based on recruitment quota per university, paying attention to var-
iations in recruitment quotas across both university cohorts and regions.

Data

Our empirical design draws mainly on provincial panel datasets on recruitment under the target-
based SSG scheme. We use provincial, annually issued recruitment announcements to count
recruitment quotas and to code various recruitment factors from 2017 to 2021 for 29 provinces
(excluding Tibet and Shaanxi because of missing information). Definitions of all key variables
used in the analysis are reported in Table A2 in the Appendix.

Eligibility criteria and supporting factors for SSG selection

We collect information on eligibility criteria from provincial SSG recruitment plans, focusing on the
target universities specified in each province’s annual SSG recruitment plan. We find that there
exists internal stratification even among elite universities. For example, some provinces restrict

38 Ningxia Organization Department 2021.
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eligibility for target-based SSG selection to graduates from just a few top universities. We thus create
a three-category ordinal variable to measure the category level of target universities in SSG selection
(1=available to graduates of all double first-class universities or Project 985/211 universities;
2=available only to graduates of world first-class universities or Project 985 universities; 3=available
only to graduates of a subset of world first-class universities).

We consider four other factors in a candidate’s likelihood of being selected: Party membership,
student cadre experience, having received on-campus awards, and military experience. We create
four three-category ordinal variables to measure the importance of each factor (1=it is necessary;
2=preference is given to graduates meeting this condition; 3=it is optional).

There are also some additional common factors considered in SSG recruitment, including appli-
cants’ field of study, gender and whether they are ethnic minorities. For example, a 1:1 ratio of men
to women has been specified in some provinces’ SSG recruitment plans (e.g. Jiangsu’s 2018 target-
based SSG recruitment plan). Some recruitment plans give preference to applicants with majors in
specific fields, such as economics or information technology (e.g. Jiangsu’s 2021 target-based SSG
recruitment plan states a preference for graduates who specialize in economics and finance, infor-
mation technology, urban–rural construction and the like). Some provinces have stipulated that
excellent ethnic-minority graduates will be given priority in the SSG recruitment, all things being
equal (e.g. Guangxi’s 2021 target-based SSG recruitment plan). Measuring the effects of these
three additional factors, we create dichotomous variables where the existence of the factor is
denoted as 1 and otherwise 0.

Incentives

We obtained data on the incentives the provinces offered in their SSG recruitment plans. Incentives
generally fall into one of the two categories: material or promotion related. Material incentives
include one-off subsidies, settling-in allowances, rental allowances, and the like. Promotion incen-
tives generally refer to the promise of accelerated promotion in administrative rank or promotion to
a unit at a higher administrative level. The incentive intensity directly reflects the efforts of a prov-
ince to make its SSG scheme more competitive in recruiting elite graduates. To capture incentive
intensity, we create a three-category ordinal variable with values of 0 (no incentive), 1 (either a pro-
motion incentive or a material incentive) and 2 (both promotion incentive and material incentive).

Recruitment quotas and competition intensity

Each province publishes its SSG recruitment quota annually. The provincial recruitment goal relates dir-
ectly to the number of posts and scope of recruitment in the party-state bureaucracy. A simple way to
estimate the relationship between elite education and political selection may begin by constructing and
measuring the regression effects of university ranking on recruitment quotas. However, this approach
may lead to some endogeneity problems, as unobserved supply-side factors (career choice of graduates)
may simultaneously shape both provincial recruitment preferences and recruitment quotas. For instance,
if provinces target a few prestigious universities for their recruitment, potential SSG applicants from
those institutions may be relatively fewer, possibly leading to a spurious negative relationship between
elite education and recruitment quota. The actual effect of elite education is thus difficult to detect since
it is offset by a narrow recruitment scope and the resulting small base of applicants.

To avoid this problem, we construct an alternative indicator, that is, the ratio of recruitment
quota to recruitment scope, to measure the competition intensity of SSG recruitment. Here,
“recruitment scope” refers to the number of target universities from which each provincial SSG
recruitment plan will accept applicants. This variable represents the average quota assigned to
each target university, reflecting the biases caused by recruitment scope and applicant base. The
higher the ratio, the more available places, or the fewer competitors, if the universities comprising
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the recruitment scope pool are approximately the same size. Thus, exposure to a larger quota per
university indeed means a higher probability of success in the SSG recruitment process.

Socioeconomic controls

Each province’s recruitment plan, including its recruitment quota, recruitment preference and
incentive strategy, is determined ex ante by its government size, fiscal capacity, economic develop-
ment level and human capital stock. Therefore, when exploring the relationship between university
education and political selection, we avoid omitted-variable bias and control for several ex ante vari-
ables: economic level (as measured by per capita GDP), fiscal pressure (as measured by the ratio of
fiscal gap to fiscal revenue), population size, higher education level (as measured by the number of
local colleges) and human capital stock (as measured by the number of local fresh graduates).

Model specification

We specify our model in three stages: (1) ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates of recruitment quo-
tas, (2) ordered logit estimates of preference for elite graduates and (3) ordered logit estimates of
incentives given to SSGs.

Stage 1: OLS estimates of recruitment quotas. We employ an OLS model to estimate the determi-
nants of SSG recruitment quotas. As mentioned, we use the ratio of recruitment quota to recruitment
scope as an alternative measure of the intensity of SSG recruitment competition to address potential
endogeneity issues. In the robustness checks, we also employ Poisson regression and negative bino-
mial (NB) regression to examine the robustness of our results. Our baseline regression model is:

Yit = ait + bUniveristyit + gRequirementit + uXit + di + tt + 1it (1)

where i and t indicate province and year, respectively. Yit denotes the provincial SSG recruitment
quota or the intensity of SSG recruitment competition. Univeristy indexes the level of target univer-
sities in SSG recruitment. β is the key coefficient of elite education, which indicates how much the
recruitment quota and competition intensity will change if the quality of target universities increases
by one level. Requirement is a series of variables measuring various factors in SSG recruitment. Xit is a
vector of control variables, including GDP per capita, population size, fiscal pressure, the number of
local colleges and the number of local fresh graduates. δi and τt are the provincial and year fixed
effects, and 1i,t is the error term.

Stage 2: ordered logit estimates of preference for elite graduates. In the second stage, we use an
ordered logit model to estimate the provincial preference for elite graduates in SSG recruitment.
In SSG recruitment, the cumulative probability of observing province i targeting a level of elite uni-
versities higher than the threshold j is shown as follows:

Pijt = Pr(Yit . j|Xit) (2)

where i and t indicate province and year, respectively, Pij indicates the probability that province i′s
recruitment is targeting universities at level j, and J is the highest level of target universities (in our
case, J=3).

Each Pijt refers to a binary variable (in our case, 3 or higher and 2 or higher). The ordered logit
model is then divided into the J–1 set of binary logit models as follows:

log (
Pijt

1− Pijt
) = aj + b1GDPit + b2Fiscalit + b3Popit + b4Collegeit + b5Graduateit ,

j = 1, . . . , J − 1

(3)
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where GDP indicates GDP per capita, fiscal indicates fiscal pressure, pop is population size, and col-
lege and graduate are the number of local colleges and local fresh graduates, respectively. αj is the
overall intercept of the cumulative logits.

Stage 3: ordered logit estimates of incentives given to SSGs. In the final stage, we employ an
ordered logit model to estimate the intensity of incentives offered by each province to SSGs. In
SSG recruitment, the cumulative probability of observing province i offering incentives with an
intensity level higher than the threshold j is shown as follows:

Fijt = Pr(Yit . j|Xit) (4)
where i and t indicate province and year, respectively. Fij indicates the probability of province i pro-
viding incentives at level j, and J is the highest level of incentive intensity (in our case, J=2).

Each Fijt refers to a binary variable (in our case, 0 or higher and 1 or higher). The ordered logit
model is then divided into the J–1 set of binary logit models as follows:

log (
Fijt

1− Fijt
) = aj + b1Universityit + b2GDPit + b3Fiscalit + b4Popit + b5Collegeit

+ b6Graduateit , j = 1, ..J − 1

(5)

where University indicates the level of target university, GDP indicates GDP per capita, fiscal indi-
cates fiscal pressure, pop is population size, and college and graduate are the number of local colleges
and local fresh graduates, respectively. αj is the overall intercept of the cumulative logits.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 presents evidence of the determinants of recruitment quotas and competition intensity in
target-based SSG recruitment. Columns 1–3 use recruitment quotas as the dependent variable. We
begin with an OLS model in column 1 and report the results of Poisson and NB models in columns
2 and 3, respectively. Since the recruitment quota is a count variable, we believe using the Poisson
and NB regression model to do the analysis is an appropriate estimation strategy.

The OLS, Poisson and NB results consistently demonstrate that the level of the target universities
is negatively associated with the overall recruitment quota. This result is not surprising because if
provinces narrow the SSG recruitment scope down to several top universities, the overall recruit-
ment quotas will decline in parallel with the reduction in potential applicants. The results in col-
umns 1–3 on the effects of other recruitment factors show that on-campus awards have a
significantly positive effect on the recruitment quota, while the two other factors, Party membership
and student cadre experience, have a significantly negative effect. In line with the coding definition
of the three dummies, the results indicate that SSG recruitment quotas will increase when taking
on-campus awards as a necessary condition, while more stringent requirements on Party member-
ship and student cadre experience lead to a reduced recruitment quota. The findings suggest that
the requirements for political loyalty and student cadre experience are a marker for the competition
intensity of the SSG recruitment, while the requirements for on-campus awards cannot explain such
competition intensity. The possible reason is that graduates holding on-campus awards are not
scarce resources, while graduates who have Party membership and student cadre experience are
somewhat rarer and more valuable. As Figure A1 in the Appendix shows, Party membership and
student cadre experience are the two more common and stringent requirements for SSG selection
in most cases, comparing to the other two factors. The results for incentive intensity (columns 1–3)
show that stronger incentives lead to an expansion in recruitment quotas.

In columns 4–6, we change our dependent variable to the ratio of recruitment quota to recruit-
ment scope to gauge the intensity of competition for target-based SSG selection. The results show
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Table 1. Regression Results

Variable
Dependent variable: recruitment
quotas

Dependent variable: competition
intensity

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

OLS Poisson NB OLS Poisson NB

University −0.158 −0.315*** −0.178* 1.028*** 0.955*** 0.955***

(−1.08) (−17.46) (−1.73) (6.90) (7.81) (7.81)

Field of study (major) 0.475* 0.495*** 0.4002** 0.117 −0.122 −0.122

(1.82) (13.54) (2.20) (0.44) (−0.62) (−0.62)

Party membership −0.404** −0.532*** −0.491*** −0.376** –0.287* –0.287*

(−2.29) (−21.59) (−4.04) (−2.10) (−1.82) (−1.82)

Student cadre experience 0.0263 −0.115*** 0.0818 0.261 0.185 0.185

(0.16) (−5.72) (0.71) (1.56) (1.46) (1.46)

On-campus awards 0.485*** 0.623*** 0.518*** 0.351** 0.227** 0.227**

(3.11) (28.75) (4.92) (2.22) (2.31) (2.31)

Military experience −0.0249 0.0214 −0.0241 −0.0277 0.0924 0.0924

(−0.19) (1.47) (−0.26) (−0.21) (0.88) (0.88)

Ethnic minority 1.124* 1.010*** 1.05*** 0.828 0.899 0.899

(1.91) (12.17) (2.63) (1.39) (0.97) (0.97)

Gender −0.112 −0.286*** −0.0689 −0.0706 −0.129** −0.129**

(−0.46) (−11.85) (−0.41) (−0.29) (−0.72) (−0.72)

Incentive 0.406** 0.292*** 0.444*** 0.399** 0.217 0.217

　 (1.91) (12.27) (3.13) (1.85) (1.39) (1.39)

GDP per capita 0.208 0.439*** 0.202 0.0472 0.328 0.328

(0.78) (13.91) (1.14) (0.18) (1.60) (1.60)

Population 0.411* 0.239*** 0.362** 0.238 0.436*** 0.436***

(1.78) (9.19) (2.17) (1.02) (2.54) (2.54)

Fiscal pressure 0.114 −0.0767 0.124 −0.107 −0.533 −0.533

(0.20) (−1.08) (0.30) (−0.18) (−1.03) (−1.03)

Number of local colleges 0.0367 0.0711*** 0.0473** 0.0606* 0.0635** 0.0635**

(1.04) (18.40) (2.03) (1.70) (2.02) (2.02)

Number of local graduates −0.253 −0.269*** −0.253** −0.217 −0.247* −0.247*

(−1.48) (−13.46) (−2.08) (−1.26) (−1.85) (−1.85)

Cons −21.12 −14.62*** −19.30* −19.22 −31.82*** −31.82***

(−1.43) (-8.45) (−1.83) (−1.29) (−2.86) (−2.86)

R-squared/Pseudo
R-squared

0.8508 0.8697 0.1492 0.9051 0.6179 0.3086

Number of observations 88 88 88 88 88 88

Province fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Notes: T-statistics are given in parentheses; * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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that the relationship between elite education and SSG competition is reversed, that is, the more
demanding requirements for the quality of the target university lead to a lower competition inten-
sity for SSG positions. Like the examples of Anhui and Hubei SSG recruitment plans discussed earl-
ier, with a similar total recruitment quota at the province level, targeting higher-level universities
narrows the recruitment scope and lowers competition intensity. The results are robust in
Poisson and NB regressions.

Figure 3 presents the OLS estimates of recruitment quotas and intensity of target-based SSG
recruitment competition, showing a comparison of the estimated effects on the two dependent vari-
ables. Apart from the opposite results for the effects of elite education, we obtain substantively simi-
lar findings for the effects of other determinants.

To examine this relationship, in Figure 4 we plot the average quota for each target university
against the target university level. The fitted line in Figure 4 indicates that the graduates from
top elite universities have more opportunities and much less competition when applying to be
SSGs than do graduates from less prestigious universities. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is confirmed. This
finding reveals two simple but profoundly important messages: first, elite education is increasingly
stratified; second, access to elite education means an easier pathway into the establishment and, in
our study, to become a civil servant and a reserve cadre in China. This is particularly true for grad-
uates from top elite universities. Figure A2 in the Appendix shows that more than 75 per cent of
Peking University graduates who applied as target-based SSGs in 2017 were employed in Party
and government institutions, and this percentage increased to 89 per cent in 2019. As for
Tsinghua University, about 90 per cent of its graduates who became civil servants were target-based
SSGs in 2020. Target-based SSG recruitment has become the primary route for graduates from the
top elite universities to enter and advance in the party-state bureaucracy, bypassing the slower
NCSE route followed by ordinary graduates. Existing data show that the top two elite universities
in China for cultivating target-based SSGs are Peking University and Renmin University of
China, followed by Tsinghua University.39 The popularity of target-based SSG application in
these and similar universities can be explained by the special selection advantages afforded to
elite university graduates. Although it is too early to estimate the long-run outcomes of the target-
based SSG scheme, it is likely that this increasingly stratified elite recruitment pattern will mean that
graduates from top universities fill substantial numbers of positions in grassroots-level units, further
reinforcing the role of homophily in political selection and promotion. Such homophily, arising
from the shared school experience, builds identity loyalty in political relationships and thus provides
an ex ante prediction for selection of political candidates.40

Based on the baseline regression results, we conduct further regional heterogeneity analysis on
the relationship between elite education and SSG selection. In terms of economic development
level and geographical location, we classify provinces into three main regions: eastern, western
and central.41 Table A3 in the Appendix reports that a significant positive relationship between tar-
get university level and the average quota for each target university can be identified in all three
regions. Figure 5 shows that controlling for the socioeconomic factors, the estimated effect of
elite education is highest in the western region, followed by the central region, and is lowest in
the eastern region (Table A3 in the Appendix presents the full results). We see this as indicative
of the influence that regional economic level has on the desire for graduates from elite universities:

39 The data on the number of target-based SSGs from each university are collected from reports of employment results for
graduates from Peking University, Tsinghua University and Renmin University of China.

40 Opper, Nee and Brehm 2015.
41 The eastern region comprises 11 provinces: Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong,

Liaoning, Guangdong and Hainan. The central region consists of eight provinces: Anhui, Henan, Heilongjiang,
Hubei, Hunan, Jilin, Jiangxi and Shanxi. The western region contains 12 provinces: Inner Mongolia, Guangxi,
Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, Tibet and Xinjiang (our study excluded
Shaanxi and Tibet due to missing information).
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Figure 3. Determinants of Recruitment Quotas and Competition Intensity in Target-based SSG Selection (2017–2020)
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in less developed regions with a shortage of highly educated talents, governments are more likely to
compete for elite graduates through providing more places.

Next, we turn to our second hypothesis, about the regional effects on preference for elite grad-
uates. Table 2 presents the ordered logit regressions on the effect of provincial socioeconomic char-
acteristics on the preference for elite graduates in SSG selection. Column 1 reports the regression
results, and columns 2–4 report the average marginal effects. The results indicate a negative and
statistically significant relationship between GDP per capita and target university level in SSG

Figure 4. The Relationship between Elite Education and Political Selection

Figure 5. Regional Heterogeneity and Intensity of SSG Competition
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selection. The marginal effects show that a one-unit increase in GDP per capita reduces the likeli-
hood of targeting top elite universities by about 31 per cent. A similar significant and negative rela-
tionship is also found between population size and target university level. Contrary to Hypothesis 2,
we find that when choosing which universities to target for SSG selection, economically advanced
and populated provinces have adopted more inclusive eligibility criteria, while less developed pro-
vinces are more likely to seek graduates from top universities.

On the surface, the fact that less developed regions require a higher level of university education
for SSG recruitment may appear puzzling. Because elite university graduates generally have many
attractive and lucrative career choices, less developed regions, which generally have lower pay and
poorer working conditions, are thus less attractive to them.

To further understand the strong preference for graduates from elite universities, we must look at
the role of incentives in SSG selection. To that end we present ordered logit estimates in Table 3.
Column 1 suggests that each year, graduates from higher-level universities are offered stronger
incentives. The results of our estimation of marginal effects show that given a one-level rise in target
university quality, the probability of providing a single incentive (either a material incentive or a
promotion incentive) will increase by 3.04 per cent, and the probability of providing double incen-
tives (both a material and promotion incentive) will increase by 9.79 per cent. Thus, Hypothesis 3 is
confirmed. Figure 6 illustrates the predicted marginal effects of target university level holding other
variables at mean and shows that if target-based SSG selection is open only to elite university grad-
uates such as those from world first-class universities, incentive intensity increases significantly.
However, when recruitment scope is further narrowed to only the very top universities, the marginal
variation in incentive intensity is lesser in effect. This finding demonstrates that when making deci-
sions on incentive strategy, the world first-class university may be a threshold for providing incen-
tives. But within world first-class universities, there is no significant distinction in terms of incentive
intensity between those at the very top and others.

Table 2. Results of Ordered Logit Estimates on Target University Level in SSG Selection

Model (1) (2) (3) (4)

Variable

Dependent
variable:
university level

Probability
(university
level=1)

Probability
(university
level=2)

Probability
(university
level=3)

GDP per capita −4.917** 0.195** 0. 115** −0.310***

(−2.34) (2.24) (1.92) (−2.63)

Fiscal pressure −5.540 0.220*** 0.130 −0.349

(−1.47) (1.47) (1.30) (−1.52)

Population −3.252*** 0.129*** 0.0762* −0.205***

(−2.58) (2.72) (1.80) (−2.90)

Number of local colleges 0.649** −0.0257** −0.0152 0.0409**

(1.99) (−2.09) (−1.47) (2.07)

Number of local graduates −2.253** 0.0893** 0.0528 −0.142**

(−2.13) (2.26) (1.52) (−2.22)

Cut point 1 −216.79

Cut point 2 −210.29

Number of observations 103

Pseudo R-squared 0.7007

Notes: Z-statistics are given in parentheses; * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 3 also shows the effects of provincial socioeconomic characteristics on incentive strategy in
SSG selection. Column 1 shows that both GDP per capita and population size are negatively asso-
ciated with the incentive intensity. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is confirmed. The last four columns suggest
that a one-unit increase in GDP per capita reduces the likelihood of providing a single incentive by
about 1.67 per cent and reduces the likelihood of providing double incentives by about 5.4 per cent.
Consistent with our hypothesis, governments in less developed provinces tend to provide more
incentives to attract elite graduates.

The question is whether, despite incentives, graduates from elite universities will choose to join
the party-state bureaucracy in a less developed region. Figure 7 shows the regional distribution of
target-based SSGs from a university in North China. In 2020, over 300 fresh graduates from this
university became SSGs, and they served in grassroots units across 30 provinces. The eastern regions
attracted the majority of these SSGs. Meanwhile, the western provinces, which are seen as under-
developed and backward, recruited over 30 per cent of the total number of target-based SSGs
from this university. Even provinces with particularly poor working conditions, such as Ningxia
and Qinghai, were able to attract a few elite graduates (although not many) to serve in grassroots
units in these regions. This finding supports the notion that offering incentives is useful in attracting
elite graduates to serve in less developed regions.

In addition, the extensive spread of target-based SSGs across the country has accelerated the for-
mation of alumni networks of elite university graduates in grassroots units across China. In the long
run, graduates from elite universities will benefit from homophilous affinity arising from shared
education experience. They will be able to join forces to help one another in advancing their careers.

Table 3. Results of Ordered Logit Estimates on Incentive Intensity in SSG Selection

Model (1) (2) (3) (4)

Variable

Dependent
variable:
incentive
intensity

Probability
(incentive
intensity=0)

Probability
(incentive
intensity=1)

Probability
(incentive
intensity=2)

University level 0.659*** −0.128*** 0.0304** 0.0979***

(2.43) (−2.65) (1.92) (2.59)

GDP per capita −0.363*** 0.0707*** −0.0167*** −0.0540***

(−3.24) (3.83) (−2.60) (−3.33)

Fiscal pressure 0.181 −0.0352 0.00835 0.0269

(0.71) (−0.71) (0.70) (0.71)

Population −0.0496** 0.00966*** −0.00229** −0.00737**

(−2.33) (2.53) (−2.04) (−2.38)

Number of local colleges 0.0454** −0.008836** 0.00210* 0.00674**

(1.97) (−2.10) (1.78) (2.02)

Number of local graduates −0.0511 0.00994 −0.00236 −0.00759

(−0.48) (0.48) (−0.48) (−0.48)

Cut point 1 0.4600

Cut point 2 1.8639

Number of observations 103

Pseudo R-squared 0.1331

Notes: Z-statistics are given in parentheses; * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Concluding Remarks

The key finding of this study is that elite education provides outstanding graduates with an easy
pathway to become reserve cadres in China, and increases educational and social stratification.

Figure 7. Regional Distribution of Target-based SSGs from One University in North China, 2020
Source: Internal statistics from that university.

Figure 6. Adjusted Prediction of the Effect of Target University Level on Incentive Intensity (95% Confidence Interval)
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Using information in provincial recruitment plans for target-based SSGs, we estimate how the pref-
erence for elite graduates affects both the intensity of competition for SSG selection and the amount
of incentives offered to potential candidates. We find that elite education is increasingly stratified,
such that graduates from top elite universities have significant selection advantages in the SSG com-
petition and are likely to be offered more incentives. We also investigate and identify other factors
that provincial governments look for in candidates for SSG selection. Our findings suggest that less
developed regions have a stronger preference for elite graduates. The empirical results are robust to
various additional checks, including alternative measurements of dependent variables and different
empirical specifications. Our findings provide empirical evidence of the relationship between elite
education and political selection and offer suggestive evidence that the stratification of elite univer-
sities may have long-term political as well as policy ramifications.

Our study has important implications for understanding “merit-based” elite recruitment in
China. As a typical product of political meritocracy in communist China, the goal of the SSG
scheme is to cultivate reserve cadres and recruit competent and politically loyal personnel for
grassroots-level governments. However, the SSG scheme has been stratified into the target-based
and non-target-based schemes, which are quite different in terms of selection criteria and position
allocation. Moreover, local governments’ preference for top elite university graduates further dee-
pens the internal stratification of target-based SSG selection. This trend is emblematic of China’s
political meritocracy and indicates that elite universities in China are now being used as a means
of supporting and sustaining state legitimacy.

In addition, by selecting political elites fresh from university, the target-based SSG scheme may
come to rely on homophily in the long run. Each year, graduates from elite universities account for
most reserve cadres in grassroots-level governments. Such extensive alumni networks amass
strength over time, and in the long run further intensify the homophily effects on elite selection
and promotion.42 In fact, the preferences and needs of both the demand side and the supply
side have converged to form a closed loop of homophily. The government prefers graduates
from top elite universities to improve the quality of cadre personnel whilst top elite universities
strive to cultivate cadres to enhance their representation and influence in politics. As for the grad-
uates of elite universities, they can relatively easily achieve their political ambitions given the selec-
tion advantages they enjoy in the political recruitment process. This closed loop of homophily has
created elite closure, an unintended but unsurprising outcome of the merit-based elite selection sys-
tem. Considering the ex-ante inequality in access to elite education between the rural poor and
urban rich, it appears the target-based SSG scheme increases social inequality and social stratifica-
tion by keeping socioeconomically disadvantaged young people out of political leadership.

Finally, the increasingly stratified elite recruitment system has resulted in a tournament for aca-
demic qualification credentials. Because the SSG scheme provides fresh graduates with a convenient
route into the establishment and a political career, the SSG position has been among the most
highly sought-after jobs in China. Under the current target-based SSG scheme, a formal degree
from a top elite university greatly increases a university graduate’s chance of being chosen as an
SSG. Therefore, despite the expansion of higher education, competition for access to elite univer-
sities will become increasingly fierce.

The findings highlight that although admission to elite universities is based on merit (i.e., edu-
cational credentials), the proportion of students in today’s China from poorer, lower-class families
who have gained access to elite education has been quite small.43 Our major finding is that merit-
based political recruitment as a channel of upward mobility for non-elite classes is largely illusory.
The increasing internal stratification within elite education and political selection may further
exacerbate social immobility.

42 Choi 2012.
43 Xiong 2015.

56 Mengxue Zhao, Liang Ma and Hon S. Chan

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000802 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023000802


Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0305741023000802.
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