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Overview

Question: how important were bottom-up reforms in driving China’s
economic growth?

This paper:
Identify 1.8 million major events from the universe of county gazetteers
Focus on 25 most significant reforms
Findings: bottom-up reforms more associated with productivity growth,
while top-down reforms more associated with capital accumulation

Overall assessment: super important topic, tremendous data
collection effort

Most of my comments are about how to make best use of the
impressive data

1 / 7



Comment 1: Survival bias in sample construction?

The data generating process is basically selecting the right-tail reforms
Does this necessarily reflect the overall effectiveness of top-down vs.
bottom-up reforms?
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Comment 2: Alternative policy goals?

Many top-down reforms weren’t necessarily trying to maximize growth?
Other goals: reducing regional inequality, providing amenities,
mitigating rural-urban gap, strengthening central authority, etc.

Is growth always the right criterion in comparing central vs. local reforms?
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Comment 3: Empirical strategy

The data collection effort exhausting all county gazetteers to find 1.8 million
major events is truly impressive!

Identifying the policy universe is challenging task even today

But it is not clear to me that the empirical exercise does justice to such
tremendous data collection effort:

Instead of utilizing all policies, only 25 major reforms are studied
Data effort and empirical analysis felt a bit disconnected
For the 25 reforms, the data contains very detailed roll-out schedule of
each reform, a level of granularity uncommon for this era. But by
aggregating all reforms at the province-year level
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Comment 3: Empirical strategy (continued)

Personally, I find the provincial baseline regressions less informative:
1 Y is growth rate, in a TWFE model, this is estimating the second derivative?
2 If peripheral regions are more likely to initiate reform (as shown later), could the

findings be explained by regression to the mean?
3 Identifying variation: a province becoming marginally more innovative. Given

diminishing marginal return to innovation, if the goal is to understand the overall
role of innovation in China’s growth, is this the right LATE that we care about?
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Comment 4: Conduct 25 case studies?

Personally, I find the following framing to be a bit more natural:

For many of the most high-stakes reforms in the 80s and 90s, granular info
on roll-out schedule is missing, making it hard to quantify their actual
effectiveness

The comprehensive examination of county gazetteers allows one to actually
treat each reform very seriously, and credibly estimate 25 separate treatment
effects

In addition to being a nice contribution to econ history, one can draw further
comparisons between top-down vs. bottom-up policies

Maybe one can even do this for all the “major events” collected? Would be
cool to verify whether the 25 most highly-regarded reforms are indeed the
most important contributors to growth
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Comment 5: Remoteness and reform

Section 4 reports that remote/peripheral regions initiate more reform
policies, which the authors interpret as reflecting “reduced visibility
and political risk”

Alternative interpretation: desperate regions initiate reform as they
have nothing to lose

I find this result very interesting. Important implications for today:
With higher state capacity and reduced central-local info asymmetry,
central has temptations to micro-manage local, thereby hindering
innovation and growth

When we say “the mountain is high and the emperor is faraway,” that
is usually referring to concerns about agency problems

Under what conditions would P-A problems be beneficial?
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Thank you!


