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How do Chinese provinces redefine central policies in 
the local context? What are the leading strategies of 
policy reformulation in local China? In this paper, Yi 

Ma, postdoc at the University of Copenhagen, and Chunrong Liu, 
associate professor at Fudan University, depart from the existing 
studies taking a dominant implementation outcome approach 
to study implementation variations in China. In particular, they 
propose an implementation output approach and probe the ways 
that sub-national actors receive and reformulate policy from the 
center. Their implementation output approach informs a typology 
of reformulation characterized by four scenarios: innovative 
strategy, defensive strategy, conservative strategy and perfunctory 
strategy. Using this analytical tool, they go beyond case studies on 
implementation gap by creating a novel dataset - the Provincial 
Implementation Output of State Council’s Social Policy Opinions 
(2003-2017). Their empirical analysis presents a more systematic 
picture about the regional variations of implementation and 
suggests new research agenda about implementation dynamics 
under authoritarianism.

Key Takeaways
• Provincial policy reformulations can be divided into four 

categories: 
• Innovative, defensive, conservative, and perfunctory.

• Many provinces adopt a leading strategy of being innovative, 
or defensive, or conservative.

• Many provinces change their leading strategies from the Hu 
and Wen period to Xi and Li period.

• Different provinces are responding very differently to the 
central incentive.  

• The central government remains powerful regardless of 
centralization or decentralization.

Keywords: China, Policy Implementation, Policy Reformulation.



implementation variations under authoritarianism

IMPLEMENTATION VARIATIONS 
UNDER AUTHORITARIANISM

Policy implementation encompasses a 
purposive course of local adaptations that are 
directed at the achievement of objectives set 

forth in policy decisions. As Pressman and Wildavsky 
(1973: 180) famously state, “one must choose the 
right implementation plan…one must know the 
right way to apply the implementation plan”. Policy 
gap emerges when there is a mismatch between 
the aspirations and implementations in the forms 
of missed deadline, fudged standards or misfired 
enforcement efforts (Gunn 1978). Numerous theories 
have been designed to describe implementation as a 
complex process characterized with the deflection 
of policy goals, which is underpinned by diverging 
or even competing organizational logics and 
institutional repertoires. The existing literature has 
accordingly offered a long checklist of variables that 
might affect the efficiency of policy delivery. 

In line with this research interest, China 
scholars have been pre-occupied with the conditions 
and dynamics of effective policy implementation 
(EPI), namely, whether and how a policy can be 
implemented in accordance with central guidelines 
at the local level (Ahlers 2014). Empirical accounts 
persistently show an implementation gap caused 
by selective implementation (O’Brien and Li 1999) 
and local discretions. This is further explained by 
institutional and cultural factors: given a political 
culture featuring centralized supervision and 
to-down control, and a de facto decentralized 

governance, a central policy may not receive 
effective compliance at the local level. Such an 
imaginary has also been confirmed in the literature 
on China’s local states and central-local relations. 
Despite occasional power recentralization and 
vertical control, there is a predominance of local 
strategic agency and its subversive power. Overall, 
the command-compliance relationship between 
Beijing and provinces in post-reform China has 
been transformed into a more complex one, 
involving more actors, interests, and negotiations 
(Chung 2000). While some local actors take loyal and 
constructive actions, others nonetheless fall short of 
expectations by being reluctant, cautious, and even 
cynical.

The scholarship on implementation outcomes 
tends to emphasize factors that affect the success or 
failure of central policies, and it has been enriched 
by the study of the complex implementation process. 
However, this line of inquiry is not without problems. 
First, most of the existing research, with few 
exceptions of comparative studies, tend to deploy a 
case study approach. The investigation of street-level 
politics certainly helps refine the understanding of 
implication gap. However, this approach is limited 
in its difficulty to get access to data, and perhaps 
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more importantly, reliable and accurate data. In 
short, by focusing on the outcomes at local and 
grassroot levels, the implementation dynamics 
at the provincial level, arguably the most critical 
layer of local politics in China, has been primarily 
dominated by case studies (e.g. Chueng 1998; 
Lampton 1987; Goodman 1997; Hendrischke and 
Feng 1999; Fitzgerald 2002).

More importantly, the conditions and pattern 
of policy output have largely been neglected due to 
the preoccupation on implementation outcomes. 
As Winther (2010) clarifies, implementation can 
be viewed either from an output approach or 
an outcome approach. At the analytical level, 
policy output can be defined as those immediate 
and tangible yields as a result of discretionary 
policy reformulation by local actors; while policy 
outcome is the consequence of policy output. As 
a critical component of policy result chain, policy 
output may or may not bring out desired outcomes. 
For instance, a housing commercialization 
scheme from the central government can be 
expected with a local adaptation process resulting 
in a provincial level policy output that tailored to 
local situations. This may then lead to the rise of 
homeownership rate (the outcome) and may end 
up with an increased residential satisfaction and 
social stability (the impact). Therefore, the study 
of policy outputs deserves being singled out, as it 
constitutes a critical factor shaping the success or 
failure of policy implementation. By scrutinizing 
strategies and results of policy reformulation, a 
nuanced inquiry about policy output is the key to 
understand local compliance as well as subnational 
variation of policy process. 

In this paper, we depart from the existing 
studies on implementation outcomes in the 
Chinese politics and probe the ways that sub-
national actors receive and reformulate policy 
from the center. The second section of this 
paper provides a critical review on the outcome-

oriented approach. To capture the variety of policy 
reformulation strategies, we use a two-dimension 
template to build a vigorous conceptual typology: 
policy content modification and speed of response. 
The former dimension measures the extent to 
which local initiative is engaged and embodied in 
the implementation output. The second dimension 
show the timing of output making. This yields 
four scenarios of policy reformulation: innovative 
strategy, defensive strategy, conservative strategy, 
and perfunctory strategy. Based on a novel 
dataset - the Provincial Implementation Outputs 
of State Council’s Social Policy Opinions (2003-
2017), we then apply our implementation output 
approach and illustrate the variety of social policy 
reformulation. Implications of the observed 
regional variation and future research agenda will 
be discussed. 

Mapping Implementation 
Variations in China: 
From an Implementation Outcome 
Approach to an Implementation 
Output Approach
A central current in Chinese politics is the 
policy implementation gap at the local levels 
despite occasional power centralization and the 
introduction of top-down monitoring mechanisms. 
This phenomenon has been substantially 
documented by what we called an implementation 
outcome approach (IOA). The general insight of 
IOA is that China’s fragmented authoritarianism 
is responsible for policy ineffectiveness, which 
appears in different forms of implementation 
gaps, including goal replacement, selective 
implementation and bureaucratic collusion. As 
O’Brien and Li (1999) has vividly argued, local 
implementation of central policies is remarkably 
selective in rural China, with some cadres 
conscientiously enforce unpopular policies while 
refusing to carry out others (O’Brien and Li 1999). 
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Ambitious goals and 
regulations too often fail 
due to shortcomings in local 
implementation and civil 
society participation“ ”
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In addition, local governments often form alliances 
to compromise the original intention behind state 
policies. Essentially, a goal displacement in policy 
implementation, bureaucratic collusion poses a 
critical challenge to China’s governability (Zhou 
2009). Researchers also show that ambitious 
goals and regulations too often fail due to 
shortcomings in local implementation and civil 
society participation (Kostka and Mol 2013). In 
general, IOA research confirm that the central-
local relations in post-reform China are more than 
a zero-sum game (Li 1998), and that compliance 
with central policies varies tremendously across 
policy sectors and regions.  

Largely based on IOA, many scholars have 
put forward several illuminating typologies of 
provincial strategies of policy implementation. 
For instance, Lieberthal and Oksenberg (1990) 
differentiate three kinds of provincial actors in 
China. The first one is “central agents”, who “see 
themselves as agents of the Center” (1990: 345) and 
“turn their province into a pace-setter” (1990: 346). 
The second type is “provincial defenders”, who 
“give greater weight to advancing the interests of 
their locality, hastening its economic development, 
hoarding resources for its benefit and extracting 
maximum benefits from the Center” (1990: 346). 
Lastly, there are provincial leaders who just want 
to survive, with the primary purpose of hanging 
on, “neither defending their province nor acting 
for the Center” (1990: 347), seeking “neither to 

be pace-setter nor laggards” (1990: 347), and 
complying with the Center only in appearance. 

In a similar vein, Cheung (1998) classifies 
three categories of provincial leadership in the 
introduction and implementation of economic 
reform in eight provinces in China. These include: 
pioneers, who tend to “maximize the room for 
provincial initiative within the constraints of 
central policy” (1998: 25), and they “lead their 
provinces ahead of the rest of the nation in 
economic reform, whether in depth or pace”; 
bandwagoners, who “tend to operate within the 
confines of central policies”, and “often become 
ardent implementors of economic reform after 
these schemes are officially promulgated”, so 
that they are less enthusiastic in protecting and 
defending provincial interests; and lastly laggards, 
who do not “favor change at all” and only pay 
“lip service to reform but did little to bring about 
change in practice” (1998). 

This line of inquiry can also be found in 
Chung (2000)’s comparative case study of the local 
implementation of agricultural decollectivisation 
in post-Mao China, in which he outlines three 
patterns of provincial actors, namely pioneering, 
bandwagoning and resisting. “Pioneering” “refers 
to a type of behavior by local implementors who go 
far ahead of others in carrying out central policy”. 
“Bandwagoning” means that “local officials 
maintain extreme caution by not implementing 
central policy too fast or too slowly”, holding on 
to a “wait-and-see” attitude. However, once the 
central government’s policy preference appears to 
be fixed, they quickly bandwagon to popularize the 
policy. The last pattern is “resisting”, which refers 
to those local implementors who “do not comply 
with the centre by way of either delaying the 
execution of a given policy or bending it to serve 
parochial interests” (Chung 2000: 7). 

Based on the degree of departure from 
original policy as well as the degree of publicity, 
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Liu (2016) goes further with four types of 
process – policy resistance, policy replacement, 
policy attachment, and policy perfunctoriness. 
Policy resistance means that “the implementer 
completely ignores the intentions of national 
policy makers, and publicly expresses a different 
policy preference, which results in an active pause 
in the implementation of the policy” (2016: 199). 
In comparison, policy replacement means that 
the implementer appears to follow the intentions 
but secretly replace the original policy in essence, 
“making the implemented policy to be more in 
name than reality” (2016: 200). Thirdly, policy 
attachment happens when “the implementers 
respect and support the intentions and purposes 
of the policy makers”, but they “openly add new 
political elements in compliance with their interest 
into the policy”. Lastly, policy perfunctoriness 
defines those implementers who supports only 
part of the original policy, so they “deliberately 
reduce the support for its (full) implementation” 
(2016: 201). 

By assessing the difference degrees of 
consistency between central policy intentions and 
local implementation outcomes, all those studies 
have enabled us to gain a deeper understanding 
about the patterns of implementation variations 
in China. However, the IOA approach has several 
disadvantages. Firstly, it is dominated by a case 
study approach. This is understandable, as one 
needs to extensively explore the policy goals of 
central government and the implementation 
results in a given province, which is extremely 
demanding. Secondly, getting access to data, 
especially reliable and accurate data, is becoming 
more and more difficult. This is not only due to the 
limited transparency of the Chinese government, 
but also because of the tightened control by the 
government over lower-level officials. Thirdly, IOA 
approach is largely preoccupied with assessing the 
congruence between central policy intention and 

local implementation outcomes (Lampton 1987), 
while the procedural aspect of implementation, 
such as policy reformulation at the provincial 
level, has been largely ignored. 

Therefore, we need to go beyond a pure IOA 
approach, and look for other ways to study the 
variation of policy implementation in China. In 
this study, we propose an implementation output 
approach. “Implementation output is policy 
content at a much more operational level than a law. 
It is policy as it is being delivered to the citizens” 
(Winter 2012:8). In comparison, “Implementation 
outcomes are the consequences of implementation 
outputs/delivery behaviors” (Winter 2012:8). In 
the case of China, local authorities often exercise 
discretions in implementing central policies by 
contextualizing and reformulating the top-down 
policy directives. Consequently, local policy output 
offers a window for looking into the variations of 
policy implementation in local China. 

Indeed, the dominant norm about good 
policy implementation in China is “implementing 
according to local considerations” (Yindizhiyi). 
This suggests that central policy agendas are 
always expected to be reformulated into local 
policy outputs with inputs from local authorities. 
In addition, “the timing of introducing reform is 
critical” (Chueng 1998: 27), as the timing of local 
policy output is likely to indicate a province’s 
attitude towards the central policy. Therefore, 
policy reformulation at the sub-national level can 
be examined from two behavioral dimensions: 
active/passive vs. constructive/deconstructive. On 
the one hand, the constructive-deconstructive 
dimension (policy content modification) refers 
to the degree to which local actors demonstrate 
bottom-up initiatives and locally relevant inputs 
into the implementation output. A stronger local 
input implies higher level of local autonomy, while 
weak local inputs demonstrate strong political 
dependence on the center. On the other hand, 
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is “implementing according to 
local considerations” “ ”
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policy implementation needs to be unfolded in 
a time frame (the time dimension). The active-
passive division essentially captures a timing 
aspect of local policy reformulation.

Based on the variations in these two 
dimensions, table 1 in appendix 2 shows a 
summary of the variety of reformulation politics 
that provincial political actors may enact in 
implementing central policy proposals. This 
includes four scenarios: an innovative strategy, a 
defensive strategy, a conservative strategy, and a 
perfunctory strategy (see Appendix 2, Table 1). 

Each scenario represents a unique mode 
of local response to central reforms. In the 
innovative scenario, local actors scrupulously 
respect the proposed policy while constructively 
aligning central concerns with local situations, 
leading to some creative solutions serving both 
top-down and bottom-up demands. This category 
of outputs echoes previous accounts of “pioneer” 
style provincial leadership (Cheung 1998; Chung 
2000). A defensive strategy shares a same quality 
of entrepreneurial action in balancing central 
goals and local situations but goes in a passive 
way, often with delayed response. A conservative 
strategy is characterized with relatively week local 
inputs, yet with speedy response. In other words, 
a conservative strategy is embodied by the local 
leader as loyal agent of central authority without 
genuine modifications. Lastly, a perfunctory 
strategy shows delayed response without 

constructive local initiatives. While the policy has 
to be carried out, the province tends to make it 
delayed and symbolic. This strategy echoes what 
Lieberthal and Oksenberg (1988) called “survivors”, 
basically showing activeness in neither the time 
dimension nor the policy content dimension.

Our typology takes stock of the previous 
studies and neatly articulates the repertoire of 
local implementation strategies. In reality, each 
province may adopt a leading strategy, which 
means that the province has a rather preferred 
strategy among the four types. This is based on 
the assumption is that “there may be distinct local 
norms of interacting with Beijing and such norms 
may not change frequently. The relative resilience 
of such norms thus allows that province to respond 
to central policies in a relatively consistent 
manner” (Chung 1998: 257). Indeed, the previous 
studies on provincial strategies of economic 
reforms all suggest a dominant provincial response 
to central policies (e.g., Chueng 1998; Lampton 
1987; Goodman 1997; Hendrischke and Feng 1999; 
Fitzgerald 2002). Therefore, in this study we will 
focus on the leading strategy of provinces in policy 
reformulation.

Research Design: An Exploratory 
Study Based on the Implementation 
Output Approach

Empirical Context: Provincial Policy 
Documents as Implementation Out-
puts of Central Social Opinions
The previous section has theorized that there could 
be four different strategies of policy reformulation 
in provincial China. Moreover, based on the 
literature from the previous studies on economic 
reforms in provincial China, we expect that each 
province is likely to adopt a leading strategy 
to reformulate central policies. In order to: 1) 
operationalize the four different strategies; and 
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2) find out the leading strategy of each province, 
we build up a unique dataset of provincial policy 
documents formulated to implement 111 central 
policy opinions (意见 Yijian) in the sector of social 
policy from 2003 to 2017. 

Several reasons make opinions an ideal type 
of central mandate to study implementation 
variation in China based on an implementation 
output approach. Firstly, central opinions are often 
formulated very broadly and abstractly, so they 
leave ample place for local discretion . Therefore, 
implementation of opinions offers a great chance 
for studying the variation of policy remaking 
in local China. Secondly, procedurally the 
implementation of opinion offers a chance to build 
up a unique dataset. As a procedural requirement, 
central opinions often require provincial 
governments to formulate relevant provincial 
documents to implement (Li, 2012). Then these 
policy documents become the implementation 
outputs of central opinions. Thirdly, opinions are 
one of the important kinds of central mandates in 
China that play an instrumental role in national 
policy formation and implementation (Gong and 
Wu, 2012), covering reforms in various sectors, 
ranging from SOEs, to residential system and 
environmental protection. In the case of social 
policies, central opinions widely cover issues 
such as education, healthcare, social security, 
etc. Thus, insights into the implementation 
of central opinions can help reveal important 
implementation dynamics in China.

This article focuses on the implementation 
output of social policies, as previous 
implementation research has mainly focused 
on sectors such as economic and fiscal policies, 
environmental issues, while social policies 
have not been addressed sufficiently (Shi, 2017). 
Moreover, opinions in social policies are often 
encompassing policies (Chung, 2016), which 
means they concern all the provinces rather than 

specific provinces. This characteristic helps build 
up a dataset that cover all provinces and therefore 
increase generalizability. Thirdly, social policies 
in China suffer from perhaps the biggest problem 
of non-compliance (Zhu, 2016), so there is an 
urgent need to understand their implementation 
dynamics. 

Data and measurement
The dataset is based on the opinions published 
on the State Council website http://www.gov.cn/
zhengce/index.htm, from 2003 to 2017. These 
opinions were issued by either the State Council 
or the General Office of State Council, but they 
were all addressed to the provinces for further 
implementation . 2003 was the first year when the 
information was available from the State Council 
website, while 2017 was the end year of the first 
term of Xi-Li administration. Following Chan 
et al.’s (2008) scope of social policies in China, 
opinions from the following five sectors are 
chosen: social security policy, labor policy, health 
policy, education policy, and housing policy. In 
total, we select 111 central opinions out of in 
total 435 opinions in our dataset. In order to find 
corresponding provincial policy documents that 
were formulated to implement central opinions, 
this article relies on manually searching on Google, 
Bing, Baidu search as well as a law database in 
China (https://www.pkulaw.cn/), which is believed 
to be the most comprehensive online database of 
laws in China. The main way was to search through 
key terms of the title of central opinions and the 
name of the province. For instance, one might 
search “Beijing” and “on the reform of higher 
education” . In total, we got 2642 observations .

Measuring the speed of implementation output

Following Chung’s (2016, 2017) example of using the 
overall time taken for nationwide implementation 
of the central policy to measure local discretion, 
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we measure the speed of implementation output 
by calculating the days between the official 
document date of the provincial document and 
the official document date of the corresponding 
central opinion. For instance, the General Office of 
State Council’s Opinion on developing commercial 
pension insurance was formulated on June 29th, 
2017, and the General Office of Tianjin Government 
formulated a scheme to implement this opinion 
on November 3rd, 2017, then the implementation 
time is measured as 127 days. 

Measuring the constructiveness of 
implementation output

Measuring the constructiveness of a policy 
document is not easy. In his study of the local 
documents formulated to implement one central 
opinion on the issue of food safety, Li (2912) 
finds that provincial governments often take the 
following three strategies to formulate documents: 
through directly transferring the central opinion 
to lower level of government (so there is no 
change of central opinion); or through copying 
and pasting large part of central opinion without 
big change (which turns out to be the most typical 
way); or through detailization of central opinions. 
Inspired by Li (2012), this article uses the degree 
of text similarity between each central opinion 
and the corresponding provincial document as an 
indicator for the constructiveness dimension. This 
is based on the assumption that effective policy 
implementation requires that “this policy has 
been successively adjusted to local requirements 
and conditions” (Ahlers and Schubert 2015: 377). 
It is assumed that lower degrees of text similarity 
indicate higher level of the localization, instead of 
simply transferring or copying and pasting, and 
therefore higher degree of constructiveness with 
more local inputs. In order to measure the degree 
of text similarity between each central opinion 
and a corresponding provincial document, the 

function stringsim from R package stringdist 
is used. The function can compare two strings 
of characters, and gives a number between 0 to 
1, with 1 meaning 100% similarity between the 
two texts, while 0 meaning they are completely 
different. As the function stringsim is mostly used 
for English, a number of validation checks have 
been performed, and the results can be found in 
appendix 1. 

Operationalizing the four 
reformulation strategies for a given 
central opinion
Based on our measurement of the speed of 
implementation output and the constructiveness 
of implementation output, we code each 
provincial document into one of the four different 
strategies of policy remaking, as shown in table 2 
in appendix 2. Firstly, in order to differentiate each 
provincial document into either active or passive 
in terms of implementation speed, we choose 
the average implementation time of each central 
opinion as a benchmark. Then we standardize 
the implementation time of all the provincial 
documents for each central opinion. This 
procedure returns Z-scores for each provincial 
document clustered at a given central opinion. If 
the Z-score is positive, then the province is lagging 
behind in formulating a policy compared to other 
provinces, as it takes more than the average time. 
On the other hand, if it is negative, it means 
that the province takes less than the average 
implementation time to formulate a policy output.

Similarly, in order to differentiate each 
document into either active or passive in terms 
of constructiveness, we set the average level 
of text similarity of each central opinion as a 
benchmark. Then we standardize all the scores 
of text similarity of all the provincial documents 
for each central opinion. This procedure returns 
Z-scores for each provincial document clustered at 
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a given central opinion. If the Z-score is positive, it 
means the province is copying and pasting more 
than the average level of a given central opinion. 
On the contrary, if the Z-score is negative, it means 
the province is more active and putting more local 
inputs into the policy output than the average 
provincial level.

Based on those two procedures, if a provincial 
document has a negative Z-score on speed and a 
negative Z-score on constructiveness, then this 
province is faster in formulating policy output than 
the average speed of implementing a given central 
opinion, as well as providing more local inputs 
into the policy output than the average national 
level. Accordingly, we code this province as taking 
an innovating strategy in formulating a policy 
output to implement a central social opinion. The 
same logic then applies to other three strategies. 
In this way, we operationalize the reformulation 
strategy of each province to implement a given 
central social opinion.

Finding the leading strategy of each 
province for all central social opinions
In order to find the leading strategy of each 
province, we calculate the percentages of the four 
strategies for each province. For instance, in the 
case of Shanghai, we have in total 73 observations 
(73 policy documents formulated to implement 
73 central opinions, with 111-73 = 28 missing 
data). Out of the 73 policy documents, Shanghai 
is being perfunctory 6 times, defensive 42 times, 
innovative 21 times, and conservative 4 times. 
Therefore, being defensive is the leading strategy 
for Shanghai, as it occupies the largest percentage. 

The leading social policy 
reformulation strategies in 
provincial China from 2003 to 2017
Figure 1 in appendix 2 presents the leading 
strategy of each province in reformulating social 

policy in China from 2003 to 2017. Firstly, there 
are 14 provinces which take innovation as their 
leading strategy. Those include Anhui, Fujian, 
Guangdong, Hainan, Hebei, Hunan, Jilin, Jiangsu, 
Ningxia, Qinghai, Shandong, Sichuan, Yunnan, 
and Chongqing. Secondly, there are 8 provinces 
which take defensiveness as their leading strategy, 
including Beijing, Guangxi, Guizhou, Shanxi, 
Shanghai, Tianjin, Tibet, Zhejiang. Lastly, there are 
9 provinces taking conservatism as their leading 
strategy, including Gansu, Henan, Heilongjiang, 
Hubei, Jiangxi, Liaoning, Neimenggu, Shaanxi, 
and Xinjiang. 

What is interesting is that there is no province 
taking perfunctoriness as their leading strategy in 
reformulating central social opinions. However, 
this does not mean that no province ever is 
perfunctory when it is formulating policy output 
to implement a central opinion. As figure 2 in 
appendix 2 shows, provinces are often perfunctory 
when reformulating policies, especially provinces 
like Guizhou, Xinjiang, Hunan, Guangxi, Shanxi, 
Henan and Tibet, which has more than 20% times 
being perfunctory. 

Interestingly, our findings of leading strategy 
of each province in reformulating central social 
opinions both complement and update the 
previous literature on economic reform strategy of 
each province. As Table 3 in appendix 2 shows, in 
many cases the results from our implementation 
output approach actually conforms to or at least 
are largely in line with the previous literature on 
the economic reform strategy of each province. 
For instance, Guangdong and Shandong are both 
considered as innovative. However, a few times 
our findings can be very different from previous 
studies. For example, many central or western 
provinces, such as Anhui, Sichuan, Yunnan, 
Guizhou, are a bit more innovating than previous 
implied. 
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The changing leading strategies 
of provinces in social policy 
reformulation
While the previous section presents a broad 
picture of leading strategies from 2003 to 2017, 
we would like to explore whether provinces 
change their leading strategies from time to 
time. This could especially be the case, given the 
different terms of central government. The Hu 
and Wen period is widely believed to be a period 
of decentralization, where provinces are more 
autonomous. In contrast, the Xi and Li period is 
widely believed to be a period of recentralization, 
where the provinces are more constrained in their 
discretion. Therefore, an interesting comparison 
could be drawn between those two different 
periods. 

Table 4 in appendix 2 shows the leading 
strategies of the two different periods. The 
picture is quite mixed. Firstly, there are several 
provinces which take the same leading strategy 
during the two different time periods. Anhui, 
Gansu, Guangxi, Ningxia, Qinghai, Yunnan, and 
Chongqing, remain innovating. Heilongjiang still 
prefers a conservative approach. And lastly, Shanxi 
primarily takes a defensive strategy. 

Secondly, some provinces are becoming more 
innovative. For instance, Fujian, Guangdong, 
Hebei, Jiangsu, Shaanxi, Sichuan are transforming 
from being conservative to innovating. In addition, 
Hunan changes from two leading strategies of 
being defensive or conservative to being more 
innovative. Jiangxi changes from a single leading 
strategy of being defensive to a dual leading 
strategy of being conservative or innovative. 

Thirdly, some provinces are more defensive 
than before. For instance, Beijing, Hainan, 
Shandong all change from being primarily 
innovative to defensive. Guizhou and Henan change 
from being largely conservative to defensive. Both 

Shanghai and Tianjin change from a dual leading 
strategy of being innovative or defensive to a 
leading strategy of being defensive. In the case of 
Zhejiang, it changes from a single leading strategy 
of being innovative to a double leading strategy of 
being innovative or defensive. 

Fourthly, a few provinces are being more 
conservative. For instance, Hubei changes from 
two leading strategies of being innovative or 
defensive to being conservative. Liaoning changes 
from being primarily innovative to conservative. 
Inner Mongolia changes from being largely 
innovative or conservative to a single leading 
strategy of being conservative. 

Lastly, there is only one province which is 
perfunctory more than before. This is the case of 
Xinjiang, which transforms its leading strategy 
from being innovative to perfunctory.

Conclusion and implications
In this article, we begin with the studies on 
implementation gap in China. We have noted that 
scholars have long been interested in studying 
implementation variations across China. However, 
we argue that previous attempts tend to focus 
on the variation of implementation outcomes 
across local China (which we call implementation 
outcome approach), while less attention has been 
paid to implementation output (which we call 
implementation output approach). While studies 
on implementation outcomes have greatly enriched 
our understanding of policy implementation 
in China, they have several shortcomings, 
including a dominance of case study, difficulty 
in getting access and obtaining accurate data, 
as well as a lack of cross-provincial comparison 
(a relative perspective instead of an absolute 
perspective). To complement previous studies, 
we propose an implementation output approach, 
focusing on provincial policy reformulations. 
Drawing insights from previous studies, we 
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categorize provincial policy reformulation into 
the following four categories, namely innovative, 
defensive, conservative, and perfunctory. Based 
on a novel dataset of provincial policy documents 
reformulating central social opinions from 2003 to 
2017, we present an exploratory finding of spatial 
and temporal variations of leading strategies of 
policy reformulation in China. 

In general, we find many provinces adopt a 
leading strategy of being innovative, defensive, 
or conservative. Interestingly, being perfunctory 
is not at all a leading strategy for any province. 
A preliminary comparison between our findings 
and previous literature on the economic reform 
strategies of each province show that our findings 
both complement and update the existing 
understanding of provincial social economic 
reform strategies. Moreover, we also find that 
many provinces change their leading strategies 
from the Hu and Wen period to Xi and Li period. 

There are several implications of this study. 
Firstly, if the Cadre Responsibility System 
is effective, then recently social policies are 
becoming more important due to greater political 
attention. Consequently, provinces are likely to 
respond similarly to the central incentive, which 
means they should all reformulate faster and put 
in more local inputs. As a result, the configuration 
of provincial leading strategies should stay the 
same, because every province moves in the same 
direction. However, as we have seen, different 
provinces are responding very differently to the 
central incentive. Some stays relatively the same; 
some are more innovative, while others are more 
defensive. This suggests that central incentives 

in China will not induce a uniform response 
from provinces. Therefore, the fragmented 
authoritarianism framework still applies in China, 
and differentiated impact of central incentives in 
China is likely to remain. 

Secondly, the implication is that the central 
government remains powerful no matter 
centralization or decentralization. Provinces 
are very unlikely to choose being perfunctory as 
their leading strategies in the long run. In our 
mapping of the leading strategy and the dynamic 
change from Hu and Wen period to Xi and Li 
period, only Xinjiang adopts a leading strategy of 
being perfunctory during the Xi and Li period. 
This indicates that provincial governments are 
unwilling to contend too much. Other strategies 
are more favorable. 

Thirdly, our preliminary comparison 
implies that, for many provinces, it seems that 
they have a rather consistent approach towards 
either economic or social reforms, because they 
adopt similar leading strategies. This is in line 
with Chung’s assumption that provinces might 
have a consistent norm in responding to central 
government (Chung 1998). However, some 
provinces do show more variations. Therefore, 
future research can investigate under what 
conditions provinces have consistent leading 
strategies, and then what leads to a change of 
leading strategy. Of course, explaining the spatial 
and temporal dynamics of the leading strategy of 
provinces in implementing central policies will 
likely to be a major research focus in the near 
future.
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Table 1: Typology of policy reformulation

Table 2: Operationalization of the four strategies of reformulation at provincial level for a given central opinion

implementation variations under authoritarianism

Appendix 1: validation checks of the constructiveness measurement
Three steps are carried out to check the validity of the constructiveness measurement, namely the 
degree of text similarity. The first step is to check if provincial documents that use direct transfer 
of central opinions as a way to reformulate the policies have a higher score. Because direct transfer 
would retain all the central opinions’ content, those provincial documents will have much higher text 
similarity. As shown by figure 1, this is exactly the case.

The second step is to show if this measurement can capture the differences among the different 
types of provincial documents. Provincial governments often formulate opinions, notices, plans, 
regulations, et al to implement central opinions. As can be shown in figure 2, regulations, plans, and 
decisions, measures all have a lower degree of text similarity than notices, opinions, and schemes. 
This is not surprising, as regulations, plans, and decisions, measures tend to be more localized and 
detailed than more generally formulated opinions, notices, and schemes. 

Thirdly, the author also writes a new function to measure the degree of text similarity between 
a provincial document and the corresponding central opinion. It works as the following: for each 
provincial document, its content is divided into short sentences (separated by Chinese commas). Then 
the number of all the sentences are counted. After that, the author check if each sentence has a perfect 
match from the central opinion one by one. If there is a perfect match in the central opinion, it is 
counted as 1. Otherwise it is counted as 0. Then the number of all 1s are counted, and then it calculates 
the proportion of perfect matches (1s) in all the sentences. Basically, this functions tries to measure the 
proportion of sentences in each provincial documents that are directly copied from the corresponding 
central opinion. And figure 3 shows the scatter plot of the results of this new measurement and the 
results of the measurement used in the study, namely the function stringsim. And it turns out they 
are highly correlated. Actually, the person correlation is around 0.83, thus indicating that there two 
measurements are highly similar to each other. 

Appendix 2: Tables and figures
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Table 3: Comparison between social policy reformulation strategy and economic reform strategy
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Table 4: Leading strategies during Hu and Wen period and Xi and Li period.
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Figure 2: Perfunctory strategy of provinces from 2003 to 2017.

Figure 1: Provincial leading strategy of social policy remaking from 2003 to 2017.
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