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Vote Buying, Village Elections, 
and Authoritarian Rule in Rural China: 

A Game-Theoretic Analysis

Hiroki Takeuchi

Village elections are a democratic institution in one of the most resilient
authoritarian regimes in the world. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
has promoted village elections over the past twenty years, but not elec-
tions at higher levels. I present a game-theoretic model in which can-
didates would engage in vote buying when competing in a small
electorate but not when competing in a larger electorate. The model’s
equilibrium outcome implies that the logic of China’s introduction of vil-
lage elections inherently limits this democratic reform to the grassroots
level. Elections for higher levels of government would be dangerous
to the regime because they would lead candidates to create substan-
tive policy platforms and political organizations. Thus, rather than being
an experiment that has failed to lead to further reforms, village democ-
racy is self-limiting by design. KEYWORDS: China, authoritarian rule, au-
thoritarian elections, vote buying, grassroots elections

THE TRADITIONAL VIEW OF DICTATORSHIPS FOCUSES ON THE MEANS BY

which a totalitarian leadership exercises control over society; how-
ever, many authoritarian regimes actually have some democratic in-
stitutions, especially electoral and legislative systems. While scholars
have often considered these democratic institutions in authoritarian
regimes as harbingers of democratization in China (e.g., Chan 1998;
Pei 1995; but Louie 2001) and other authoritarian countries (e.g.,
Mozaffar 2002; Schatz 2006; Schedler 2002), Levitsky and Way
(2002, 51) argue that they are rarely “incomplete or transitional
forms of democracy.” Instead, as Magaloni and Kricheli (2010) argue,
authoritarian regimes use democratic institutions to minimize the
threat of potential rebellion by both the elites and the masses.

The argument that democratic institutions help authoritarian re -
gimes survive has been made with reference to a number of develop-
ing regions. For instance, elections helped alleviate intraparty tension
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over personnel management of party officials in authoritarian re gimes
in Latin American countries such as Brazil and Argentina (Geddes
2006). In Mexico, the authoritarian party discouraged potential oppo-
sition powers from cooperating with each other by winning the over-
whelming majority in elections (Magaloni 2006). The authoritarian
regime has constrained, split, and co-opted the opposition through
elections in the Middle East as well (Lust-Okar 2005). And in Egypt,
authoritarian elections have helped the regime decide how to distrib-
ute rents and even public goods (Blaydes 2010). What is common in
these examples is that democratic institutions strengthen the ruling
party while deterring the formation and growth of opposition parties,
and authoritarian rulers systematically establish and maintain elec-
toral systems and other institutions for those purposes (Gandhi and
Przeworski 2006).

The institutional development of village elections in China is an
excellent case for examining how democratic institutions affect the sta-
bility of authoritarian rule. China’s authoritarian regime has allowed,
encouraged, and required that elections be held at the village level, but
not at higher levels. China’s village elections have acquired special at-
tention in light of the limited political reforms introduced during the
last three decades of the post-Mao era. China’s authoritarian regime
hoped that the village elections would improve local governance in its
vast countryside—where the majority of the Chinese population con-
tinues to reside even after large-scale migration from rural to urban
areas—by disciplining local officials and preventing massive rural un-
rest (Li 2003; Li and O’Brien 1999; Shi 1999). Some empirical findings
suggest the positive effects the regime hoped for: villages with elected
cadres are more likely to have leaders who are receptive to popular
preferences (Alpermann 2001; Kennedy, Rozelle, and Shi 2004; Man-
ion 1996, 2006), and the implementation of village elections has ar-
guably reduced the likelihood of mass uprising (Li 2001; O’Brien and
Li 2001; Pastor and Tan 2001; Schubert and Chen 2007).

I use a formal model to explore the political effects of village
elections in rural China. The model outlines a logic that shows how
introducing elections at the grassroots level is consistent with the sur-
vival strategy of the authoritarian regime. A crucial component of the
argument has to do with scale. The model’s equilibrium shows the
probability that a vote-buying candidate will win an election increases
as the size of the electorate decreases. In other words, electoral com-
petition at the local level gives strong incentives for candidates to buy
votes rather than to form an organization for mobilizing votes. As a

70 Vote Buying in Rural China

03JEAS 13.1 Takeuchi_Layout 1  12/24/12  3:14 PM  Page 70



result, local elections can work to deter organized challenges and
thus stabilize and strengthen the Chinese authoritarian regime.

The findings have implications for the debate over the role local
elections might play in political reform in China, including the issue
of electoral corruption. Tocqueville ([1835 and 1840] 2000) praised
grassroots elections as deserving principal credit for the effective
democratic government of the United States in the early nineteenth
century. However, after Tocqueville left America, grassroots politics
became less important, elections at higher levels became more im-
portant, major mass parties developed, and the two-party system was
established by the 1860s (Aldrich 1995, chap. 5). Moreover, studies
on electoral institutions have found that grassroots elections are
prone to corruption, because small-sized electorates tend to vote based
on personal patronage. For example, Cox (1987, 169–170) finds that
there had been “a sizable personal vote in the constituencies” in the
British parliamentary elections until the mid-nineteenth century and
that “the politics of avoiding or of winning a contest often involved
reliance on influence, patronage, and bribery.” Interestingly, though,
candidates started stressing policy in their electoral campaigns in the
late nineteenth century when they had to appeal to the larger electorate
that developed with the extension of suffrage. Moreover, Kousser
(1974) argues that in the post–Civil War American South, restrictions
on African Americans’ suffrage made candidates rely on personal pa-
tronage from small-sized constituencies and caused the one-party
rule of the Southern states.

The evidence seems to suggest that it is inevitable for grassroots
elections to be corrupt, but a survey of elections in rural China reveals
that some village elections are corrupt and others are not.1 Vote buy-
ing is more prevalent as races are more competitive, which is not sur-
prising. But this finding also correlates with an interesting observation
about local elections. During official enforcement of electoral contes-
tation, a pattern of “consensual elections” has emerged in the Chinese
countryside in which villagers reach a consensus on certain competent
candidates before the election. These candidates are elected in a con-
tested but noncompetitive election, but voters nevertheless feel satis-
fied with the electoral outcome and the elected representatives, per-
haps in part because vote buying under these circumstances is less
prevalent. In the meantime, in the villages that have failed to reach a
preelectoral consensus, elections are competitive but also corrupt.

In sum, based on assumptions that incorporate the institutional
setting of village politics and the characteristics of the village
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 community in China, the model’s equilibrium derives the following
 implications:

1. Once the size of the electorate reaches a certain level, vote
buying becomes a costly strategy to win an election, hence
candidates rely more on electoral campaigns that stress their
policy proposals and appeal to the larger electorate with rela-
tively low costs.

2. Conversely, the probability that a vote-buying candidate will
win an election increases as the size of the electorate de-
creases.

3. Corruption is not an inevitable feature of local elections. Vote
buying is more prevalent when elections are more competi-
tive. If voters have a consensus on which candidate they will
elect, and one candidate is significantly stronger than another
candidate, then the probability that a vote-buying candidate
will win is lower. In other words, elections are more likely to
be clean if voters have reached a preelectoral consensus on
whom to vote for, which may deter vote buying in grassroots
elections.

I begin the article by identifying the institutions of China’s vil-
lage elections and their unique characteristics.2 I then discuss the
game-theoretic model and the logic the model’s equilibrium implies.
In the third section I introduce examples of how a preelectoral con-
sensus may be formed and vote buying prevented in China’s village
elections. I conclude the article by discussing the model’s implica-
tions for the resilience of the authoritarian regime and possible paths
to wider democratization in China.

Competition and Corruption 
in China’s Village Elections
In 1980, eighty-five peasant households in Hezhai Village, Guangxi
Province participated in a landmark event: the first popular election
for a villagers’ committee (VC) in China. The Chinese government in-
stitutionalized the elections of VC members with the Organic Law of
Villagers’ Committees (hereafter the Organic Law) in 1988. The Or-
ganic Law was revised in 1998 to include a specific clause regarding
the nomination process: article 14 of the revised Organic Law speci-
fied that each election ought to be contested. A contested election is
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one in which the number of candidates exceeds the number of seats
available. Since 1998, contested village elections have spread
throughout China. However, contested elections are not always com-
petitive. A competitive election is one in which the race between can-
didates is so close that one cannot easily predict who will win. In
rural China, as well as in other countries, some elections are compet-
itive and others are not.

Among the many features that characterize China’s village elec-
tions, two factors in particular make this electoral institution unique.
First, even though the Organic Law stipulates that the elected VC is
the village’s highest decisionmaking organization, the nonelected vil-
lage party branch (VPB) is apparently more powerful and influential
in village politics than the VC. These two organizations are vested
with the authority to make policy decisions in every Chinese village.
However, the VPB is often at an advantage over the VC because the
township government—the superior authority of the village—sup-
ports the VPB as part of the CCP’s vertical organization. Moreover,
the implementation of village elections may be difficult as it “often
involves a struggle between villagers who demand improved ac-
countability and township leaders who, initially at least, refuse to
cede their authority to appoint village cadres” (Li and O’Brien 1999,
143). Nonelected party officials at the township and county levels
have many opportunities to use a strategy of “feigned compliance” to
resist holding village elections (Kelliher 1997, 84). Furthermore,
there are reported cases of a CCP-supported candidate’s failing to be
elected and nonelected township officials subsequently declaring that
the nonelected CCP cadres should be in charge of all administrative
responsibilities, with the elected cadres simply empowered to follow
the CCP cadres’ decisions (Liu 2000). Thus, Kennedy (2009) argues
that a key to a successful village election is removing township offi-
cials from the process of electing village leaders.

Second, the unique characteristics of the village community in-
fluence voters’ behavior, candidates’ strategies, and electoral out-
comes. For example, when interviewing the vice-secretary of Rose
Town in Hunan Province, who was responsible for monitoring the
implementation of village elections in his town, I asked, “How do
candidates conduct a campaign during the village election?”3 He
proudly responded, “Candidates in the village elections in our town
never carry on a campaign. So we don’t have a problem of ‘buying
votes.’ No campaign, no corruption” (Interviewee 53, township offi-
cial: Hunan, March 2005). His answer was interesting, because he

Hiroki Takeuchi 73

03JEAS 13.1 Takeuchi_Layout 1  12/24/12  3:14 PM  Page 73



 assumed that campaigning and vote buying should be closely related,
and hence if there were campaigning, the elections would be tainted
by corruption.

Here is another example. When interviewing the VC chief of East
Gate Village in Hebei Province, I asked, “How was the last election
for you? How did you appeal to villagers during the election?” He an-
swered, “I did nothing during the last election. I felt that I did not
have to be VC chief as I had already been village party secretary. But
villagers nominated me for candidacy and I was elected” (Interviewee
20, village cadre: Hebei, January 2005). Again, his answer is interest-
ing, because under normal circumstances if a candidate does nothing,
he or she will usually lose the election, but in fact, he thought there
was no need to campaign at all. Two villagers said that they were sat-
isfied with his job when he was village party secretary and thus they
had no reason to nominate someone else as a candidate for VC chief
(Interviewees 28–29, villagers: Hebei, January 2005). Institutionally,
candidates in village elections do not decide to run but are nominated
by villagers, village cadres (especially VPB cadres), or township cadres
(Kennedy 2002).

These two anecdotes suggest that those who are involved in vil-
lage elections perceive that a campaign is not necessary to win an
election. A Chinese village is a small enough community for each
villager to know all the other villagers in person as they interact with
each other on a daily basis. This not only applies to Water Dragon
Village in Guangdong Province, a small village with a population of
309, but also to Bird Town Village in Hebei Province, a large village
with a population of over 5,000. In Bird Town Village, I asked three
villagers whether they know everyone in their village. They all re-
sponded along the lines of, “Yes, I know everyone. Of course, I know
some of them better than others, and I’m not familiar with some of
the villagers, but I can recognize all the villagers. We usually go to
the same elementary school if we live in the same hamlet and all the
villagers go to the same junior high school” (Interviewees 35–37, vil-
lagers: Hebei, April 2005). In a Chinese village, it is rare for some-
one to immigrate from outside the village; thus, it is easy to maintain
affinities formed during the school period.

The fact that residents in the community know each other high-
lights a significant difference between grassroots elections such as
China’s village elections and an election with a large electorate. In a
grassroots election, it is easy for voters to acquire personal information
about the candidates. Thus, policy proposals that candidates make in
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their campaigns will not change voters’ information about the candi-
dates. Therefore, in a small electorate, campaigning is not an effec-
tive strategy to win an election.

In contrast, vote buying can easily be an effective means to win
an election in a small electorate.4 First, the number of votes needed
to win, and hence the number of votes a candidate needs to buy, will
ceteris paribus be smaller as the electorate is smaller. In other words,
vote buying is more likely to be crucial for the electoral outcome in
grassroots elections (Lehoucq 2003). Second, and more importantly,
being in a small community makes it easier for a candidate to deter-
mine what each voter personally wants, thus candidates can promise
their favored voters the provision of private goods that will exclu-
sively benefit them, instead of promising the provision of public
goods that will benefit the whole electorate.5 Third, in a small village
community, candidates’ promises to provide private goods are deemed
credible once they show their intention and ability to give personal
favors because they will face social sanctions through their daily in-
teractions with villagers if they do not keep their promises. In other
words, the norm of reciprocity is more easily enforced in a small
electorate (Stokes 2007). By contrast, in an election with a large elec-
torate, elected leaders will face electoral sanctions by failing to be re-
elected if they do not fulfill their pledges after election. In this way,
candidates are forced to make policy pledges during the electoral
campaigns, to which candidates and elected leaders will be held ac-
countable by the electorate.

It is not puzzling, then, that candidates compete to buy votes by
promising private goods in campaigns for China’s village elections—
and generally in grassroots elections. However, competition for vote
buying does not always occur. In some cases, elected cadres succeed
in their efforts to provide public goods and voters feel satisfied with
these representatives. Because it is easy for both candidates and vot-
ers to acquire personal information about each other, reaching a con-
sensus on electing certain competent candidates is simpler in a small
electorate. Whether a grassroots election is consensual or competitive
depends on whether the elites are competent and intend to provide
public goods .

The Model of China’s Village Elections
I make two arguments. First, as the size of an electorate increases, the
cost of vote buying increases as well. When the cost of vote buying
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goes up, candidates must turn to different mechanisms for appealing
to voters, namely, organization-based, programmatic campaigns. The
main inference to be drawn from this argument is that the CCP
prefers grassroots elections because it would like to discourage or-
ganized opposition. Second, grassroots elections are not necessarily
corrupt and there is variance in the level of corruption. However, cor-
ruption is less likely only when elections are less competitive. There-
fore, ironically, there is a trade-off between competitiveness and cor-
ruption in grassroots elections. The collection of the data discussed
in this article is constrained by the limited sources that systematically
report the processes and outcomes of village elections. Thus, this
section develops a game-theoretic analysis to provide systematic logic
to account for the two major arguments. A formal description of the
model is presented in the Appendix.

The Candidate’s Choice of Strategies and Payoffs
Suppose that there are two candidates and they must choose their
strategies to gain election without knowing what strategy the other
candidate will take. Both candidates seek to win the election, and
how much the candidate would gain from being in office varies by
village. However, the value of winning an election does not increase
with the electorate size while the cost of buying votes to win does.
One might imagine that a leader in a larger village can extract much
greater rents (as well as prestige, job satisfaction, and so on) from his
or her job than a leader in a smaller village can. The major reason the
model assumes that the value of winning is independent of the elec-
torate size is that rents are not related to the electorate size but to
economic size. In other words, even in a small village, rents will be
greater if it is an industrialized village.

To incorporate the size of the population in authoritarian politics,
I set up a model similar to that of Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003).
Their model implies that political leaders who oversee smaller “se-
lectorates” invest less in public goods and more in private goods, be-
cause private goods are divided by a smaller number of people if
 selectorates are smaller (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, chap. 3).
Under the condition of a small electorate in a Chinese village com-
munity, where voters and candidates know each other in person and
interact on a daily basis, candidates are encouraged to compete to
provide private goods (which is indistinguishable from vote buying
in my model), not only because the number of recipients of private
goods is small but also because candidates have perfect information
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on what private goods each voter wants. However, in a large elec-
torate, where voters and candidates do not know each other in per-
son, electoral competition will encourage candidates to campaign to
a larger constituency. In order to appeal to a larger constituency, can-
didates will organize their efforts to mobilize voters, and the forma-
tion of a party will be an effective strategy for winning an election.
The formation of an opposition party is the worst scenario for an au-
thoritarian party—a scenario the authoritarian party would try to
avoid by every possible means.

The model assumes that if one candidate buys votes while the
other candidate does not, the candidate that has bought votes will win.
Moreover, the cost of buying votes to win is higher as the candidate is
weaker. If both candidates adopt the same strategy, Candidate 1 will
have a chance to win the election with the probability of and Candi-
date 2 will have a chance to win the election with the probability of 1
– p. Because one can define the competitiveness of an election as the
difficulty with which one can predict who will win, the election
whose value of p is closer to 0.5 will be considered more competitive.
This exogenously fixed probability of p captures one candidate’s “va-
lence” advantage, which may be given by “incumbency, greater cam-
paign funds, better name recognition, superior charisma, superior in-
telligence, and so on” in American politics (Grose close 2001, 862).
Meanwhile, the valence advantage is given by the resources that vil-
lage elites possess, such as political authority, economic resources,
and social networks in Chinese village politics.

Moreover, the model takes the cost of vote buying as fixed and
independent of the other player’s level of vote buying. Or, more pre-
cisely, if both players choose to buy votes, then the number of votes
each candidate buys does not matter because the election will be de-
termined by p—the same outcome as if neither candidate spends any
money to buy votes. With this setup, the model can avoid the addi-
tional complexity of the strategic choice of coalition members, while
maintaining the assumption that each player knows that the other
player may also buy votes.

Solution to the Model
The intuition behind the strategies taken at equilibrium is straightfor-
ward. In the villages where each candidate’s expected value of win-
ning an election is high, each candidate is tempted to buy votes.
While both candidates will buy votes if the expected value for win-
ning is very high, neither candidate will buy votes if the expected
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value is very low. In general, the probability that either or both candi-
dates will buy votes will be higher and approach 1.0 as the expected
value for winning an election increases. However, the reason candidates
will buy votes is somewhat different depending on the circumstances.

When the expected value for winning an election is very high,
both candidates will buy votes. In the elections where candidates will
always buy votes, the game takes the form of a prisoner’s dilemma.
In the prisoner’s dilemma, each player’s rational strategy to maxi-
mize his or her individual payoff ends up with a worse outcome than
some other possible outcome that may be better for both players. In
the game of China’s village elections with a high expected payoff
from winning, each candidate will buy votes to maximize his or her
payoff; however, the possible outcome that neither buys votes will be
a better outcome for both candidates than the outcome that both can-
didates buy votes. Both candidates will buy votes because they will
do better to buy votes regardless of whether the other candidate buys
votes. If the other candidate does not buy votes, it will be better to
buy votes and win the election, taking advantage of the other candi-
date’s noncorrupt practice. If the other candidate buys votes, it will
still be better to buy votes and keep the chance of winning the elec-
tion at p for Candidate 1 and 1 – p for Candidate 2; otherwise, the
candidate that buys votes will win the election for sure. Both will use
this reasoning and will take the same strategy of buying votes.

However, grassroots elections are not always corrupt. Once the
expected value of winning an election is lower than a certain thresh-
old, the weaker candidate will stop buying votes while the stronger
candidate will keep buying votes. The stronger candidate knows that
he or she will be more likely to win once he or she chooses the strat-
egy of buying votes, even if the weaker candidate also chooses the
strategy of buying votes. If the weaker candidate does not buy votes,
the stronger candidate will still find buying votes to be a better strat-
egy to ensure certain victory. Thus, the stronger candidate has an in-
centive to buy votes regardless of the strategy the weaker candidate
takes. For the weaker candidate, by contrast, the expected value of
winning an election is not high enough to keep the probability of
winning at p by buying votes, given that the other candidate will buy
votes. Therefore, the weaker candidate will not take the strategy of
buying votes under this condition.

If the expected value for winning an election is even lower, the
stronger candidate will not always have an incentive to buy votes.
 Instead he or she will prefer not to buy votes if the other candidate
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does not take the strategy of buying votes, because buying votes is
costly relative to the expected value of winning, even for the stronger
candidate. Conversely, the weaker candidate will have an incentive to
take the strategy of buying votes if and only if the stronger candidate
does not buy votes. Thus, for each candidate, the best strategy de-
pends on the strategy the other candidate takes. Moreover, both can-
didates have an incentive not to let the other candidate know which
strategy he or she will take. With this logic, each candidate may buy
votes with a certain probability but will not always buy votes. Both
candidates will take one strategy with a certain probability and the
other strategy with another certain probability.

When the expected value of winning an election is very low, nei-
ther candidate will buy votes. The cost to buy votes is so high for
both candidates, relative to the benefit from winning an election, that
neither candidate will have an incentive to buy votes whatever strat-
egy the other candidate takes.

Competition in a Grassroots Election
Would electoral competition prevent a vote-buying candidate from
being elected? The extent to which the election is competitive can be
modeled as the value of p approaches 0.5. To examine how changes
in certain parameters would affect the equilibrium, I offer a numeri-
cal example. Figure 1 shows how the probability of having a vote-
buying winner depends on the extent of electoral competition (p) and
the expected value of winning an election (W).

When W is small, no candidate takes the strategy of buying votes
however competitive the election is, and the winning candidate is not
a vote-buying one. However, after W exceeds a certain threshold, at
least one candidate has an incentive to buy votes with a certain prob-
ability, and a winner may be a vote-buying candidate. This threshold
is reached more quickly as the election becomes less competitive.
When W is small, the cost of buying votes is high enough, compared
to the gain from winning an election, to prevent both candidates from
buying votes. However, as an election becomes less competitive, the
weaker candidate’s expected payoff from not buying votes while the
stronger candidate does not buy votes is lower. Thus, the weaker can-
didate will have more of an incentive to buy votes. Knowing that the
weaker candidate will have more of an incentive to buy votes, the
stronger candidate will also have more of an incentive to buy votes.

Interestingly, after W exceeds the threshold, as long as W is
smaller than 0.78, the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win

Hiroki Takeuchi 79

03JEAS 13.1 Takeuchi_Layout 1  12/24/12  3:14 PM  Page 79



decreases as W increases. As W increases, each candidate primarily
has more of an incentive to buy votes to win an election. However,
the weaker candidate will prefer the strategy of not buying votes if
the stronger candidate buys votes. Moreover, if the weaker candidate
does not buy votes, then the stronger candidate will prefer to not buy
votes. Thus, both candidates face the dilemma that the condition that
gives them an incentive to buy votes will also give them an incentive
to not buy votes. Through this strategic interaction, a larger value of
W will lower the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win.

However, once W exceeds 0.78, the incentives for the candidates
are more straightforward. A higher value of W will give the stronger
candidate more of an incentive to ensure victory by buying votes. In
a certain range, the stronger candidate will still prefer to not buy
votes if he or she is not sure whether the weaker candidate will buy
votes. However, as W is larger, the stronger candidate will be more
threatened by the weaker candidate’s strategy to buy votes, and the
stronger candidate will have more of an incentive to ensure victory
by buying votes as the election becomes more competitive. Hence,
the election will have a vote-buying winner because the stronger can-
didate will buy votes and be elected. Therefore, the probability of a
vote-buying candidate’s win is higher as the election becomes more
competitive. In other words, although grassroots elections are not
necessarily corrupt, corruption will be more likely if elections are
more competitive.
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Figure 1  Probability of a Vote-buying Candidate’s Win for Different
Thresholds of Electoral Competition

!!!!!!!!!!!! Note: β = 0.05, φ = 0.2, A = 5, and E = 1.5
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The Size of the Electorate
How would the size of the electorate affect candidates’ vote-buying be-
havior? Figure 2 examines how the probability of a vote-buying candi-
date’s win depends on the size of the electorate (E) and the extent of
electoral competition (p). Overall, an increasing E would decrease the
probability that a vote-buying candidate would win. Moreover, elec-
toral competition would make it more likely for a vote-buying candi-
date to win in a small electorate, while it might make it less likely for a
vote-buying candidate to win in a large electorate because candidates
will have to turn to mechanisms other than vote buying if the cost of
vote buying is higher due to the large electorate size.

If E is small, candidates will always buy votes however competi-
tive the election is. However, an increasing E would increase the cost
to provide private goods, and at a certain threshold the weaker candi-
date would stop buying votes. Moreover, if E is even larger and ex-
ceeds this threshold, then the stronger candidate might also stop buy-
ing votes and the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win would
be less than 1.0. The value of this threshold is smaller as the election
becomes less competitive. After E exceeds the threshold, as long as E
is smaller than 2.5, the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win
decreases as E increases. After E exceeds 2.5, the probability of a
vote-buying winner increases as the size of the electorate increases.
However, once E reaches a certain threshold, no candidate buys votes
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Figure 2  Probability of a Vote-buying Candidate’s Win Depending on
the Electorate’s Size
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and the probability of a corrupt candidate’s win is zero. The value of
this threshold is smaller as the election becomes more competitive.

When the electorate is small, the cost to provide private goods is
low, and hence both candidates have an incentive to buy votes regard-
less of the other candidate’s strategy. However, as the size of the elec-
torate increases, the cost of buying votes also increases, especially for
the weaker candidate. The cost of buying votes for the weaker candi-
date would increase more steeply along with the increase in the size
of the electorate as an election becomes less competitive. Once the
weaker candidate’s strategy deviates from vote buying, in the new
equilibrium both candidates will prefer the strategy of not buying
votes if the other candidate does not buy votes. Thus, in this range, a
non-vote-buying candidate wins an election with a certain probability,
and the increasing size of the electorate will lower the probability of a
vote-buying candidate’s win. However, once E > 2.5, the probability
of a vote-buying winner increases along with the increase in E in a
certain range, where the stronger candidate will have more of an in-
centive to buy votes to ensure victory in case the weaker candidate
buys votes to challenge the stronger candidate’s advantage. This range
becomes larger as an election becomes less competitive, because the
stronger candidate’s cost of buying votes is lower as p becomes lower.
Once the size of the electorate is above this threshold, both candidates
will find buying votes so costly that neither candidate will buy votes
regardless of the other candidate’s strategy.

Summary
The game-theoretic model suggests that electoral competition would
increase the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win in a small
electorate while it might decrease the probability of vote buying in a
large electorate. This is because when the electorate size goes up, the
cost of vote buying goes up as well and candidates would have to turn
to different mechanisms for appealing to voters such as policy-based,
organized campaigning. Moreover, grassroots elections are not always
corrupt. If there is preelectoral consensus on which candidate to vote
for, then it would prevent a vote-buying candidate from winning in a
small electorate. Thus, there is a trade-off between competitiveness
and corruption in grassroots elections with small electorates.

Consensual Elections and Rural Elites
How does one candidate emerge as the consensus preference before an
election? The game-theoretic model discussed in the previous section
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suggests that whether the village has a candidate on whom villagers
can reach a consensus is a key determinant of whether the winner is
corrupt or accountable in a grassroots election. In other words, mak-
ing the election less competitive makes a grassroots election less cor-
rupt. Most of the studies on China’s village elections look at the elec-
toral process and the postelection outcomes but few examine the
preelection process. I argue that the roles elites play in villages are
key to whether electoral consensus may emerge and vote buying may
be deterred in the village.

I define three types of elites in rural China: political, economic,
and social. They are, respectively, members of the CCP, entrepre-
neurs in rural industry, and leaders of kinship groups. They have the
ability to provide public goods based on the resources they have,
such as political authority, economic resources, and social networks.
Due to these resources, their commitment to provide public goods
would be credible if they have the intention to serve the whole vil-
lage. I define consensual elections as those in which (1) voters reach
preelectoral consensus on which candidate(s) to vote for; (2) the
elections are not competitive although they are contested; and (3)
voters are satisfied with the performance of the elected VCs.

Political Elites
One of the important (and controversial) institutional features of vil-
lage elections in rural China is that candidates do not make the deci-
sion to run by themselves but are nominated by villagers, village
cadres, or township cadres. Tan (2009) argues that under this rule
someone who does not intend to serve the villagers may be elected as
a VC cadre. The rule allowing villagers to nominate candidates is
also viewed as a way to prevent party officials from intervening in
electoral results. However, Kennedy (2002) observes that in the
thirty-four villages of Shaanxi Province he studied, villagers tend to
be satisfied with the electoral process and results when the VPB
nominates candidates. Many cases demonstrate that the VPB nomi-
nates and supports non-CCP members. To cite an example from my
field interviews, in Water Dragon Village, a wealthy industrialized
village in Guangdong Province, the VPB supported incumbent Mr.
Ye in the 2002 election, testifying to his ability to promote industri-
alization of the village even though he was not a CCP member (Inter-
viewee 1, village cadre: Guangdong, December 2004). This observa-
tion is puzzling, because VPB members are not popularly elected and
they do not always have an incentive to nominate candidates the vil-
lagers would nominate or support.
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The concept of consensual elections may provide an explanation.
Suppose that the village party secretary intends to serve the whole
village. This cadre has a strong incentive to nominate a candidate
with the ability and intention to provide public goods. An election
will not be competitive but consensual because villagers can reach
preelectoral consensus to elect the VPB-nominated candidate. More-
over, villagers will be satisfied with the electoral process and result
because they know that the VPB-nominated candidate has the ability
and intention to provide public goods. A key aspect of this scenario is
that the village already has a village party secretary who intends to
serve the whole village. As long as the village party secretary has
such an intention, villagers know he or she will nominate a compe-
tent leader with the intention and ability to provide public goods. As
a result, we would expect to observe that the village has a consensual
election and that the elected VC provides public goods.

However, the VPB does not always nominate a competent candi-
date. When VPB cadres are corrupt, they nominate their own mem-
bers for village elections. Then, if a villager-nominated candidate
beats a VPB-nominated candidate, VPB cadres attempt to nullify the
elected VC members’ authority. Often the township government backs
up the VPB’s attempt because township officials also benefit from
the VPB’s corrupt practice. For example, in Wugezhuang Village of
Shandong Province, after the village party secretary was defeated in
the 2002 election, the township government declared that the VPB
should be in charge of all administrative responsibilities and the VC
should simply follow the VPB’s decisions (Xu 2004, 38). Then, the
VPB cadres ignored the interests of the majority of villagers and
made decisions in favor of those with whom they had special per-
sonal relations when they decided on land expropriation—an issue in
which villagers had high stakes.

The example of Wugezhuang Village demonstrates the limita-
tions of village elections in rural China for holding cadres and offi-
cials accountable to the electorate. The comparison of Wugezhuang
Village with Water Dragon Village suggests that the elected VC will
provide public goods if and only if nonelected VPB cadres have the
intention to serve the whole village. It suggests that electoral contes-
tation itself will not give cadres and officials an additional incentive
to provide public goods.

Economic Elites
In many industrialized wealthy villages, often located in the coastal
regions, entrepreneurs have become VC chief when they win a village
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election, and become village party secretary when they obtain mem-
bership in the CCP. In the following examples, the election of entre-
preneurs was consensual. Villagers see entrepreneurs’ success in
business and expect them to use their wealth to provide public goods.
Entrepreneurs’ wealth makes their commitment to the provision of
public goods credible.

There are several examples of entrepreneurs’ election to VC
membership through consensual elections, subsequent provision of
public goods, and villager satisfaction with the processes and results
of elections. In the 2002 Huaxi Village election in Zhejiang Province,
Mr. Yu promised to contribute 100,000 yuan out of his own pocket—
80,000 yuan to clean up the village and 20,000 yuan in donation to
the village’s senior association (Lang 2003, 191–192). In another ex-
ample from the 2002 Zhejiang village elections, in Shangyang Vil-
lage Mr. Yang promised to spend 100,000 yuan out of his own pocket
toward payment of the agricultural tax to the town government so
that villagers would not have to pay it, and to donate his three-year
salary to the village’s senior association (Lang 2003, 192). In Fuyang
Village of Zhejiang Province, a wealthy village with a per capita in-
come of 6,000 yuan in 2001, no one ran against incumbent Mr. Zhou
in the 2002 village election (Lang 2003, 188–190). If competition is
the criterion for success of an election, this election was a failure.
However, if the criterion for a successful election is whether the
elected village cadre provides public goods—or more generally is
committed to good governance—this election was successful. Mr.
Zhou was a successful entrepreneur and served as a village cadre for
more than twenty years. Villagers knew how he worked as a village
cadre, and more importantly, they knew that he had sufficient finan-
cial resources to provide public goods.

In another example of an entrepreneur’s competent village lead-
ership, in Highland Park Village of Zhejiang Province, villagers
elected Mr. Shi, a then thirty-six-year-old entrepreneur managing a
successful apparel factory, to be VC chief in 1995 (Interviewee 103,
county official; 104–105, village cadres: Zhejiang, December 2004).
Originally, Highland Park Village was not as wealthy as surrounding
affluent villages because of its unfavorable geographic conditions.
However, since Mr. Shi became VC chief, he has used his entrepre-
neurial talent to provide public goods. First, the VC invested in infra-
structure to attract factories to the village and produced many employ-
ment opportunities for villagers. Then, those factories paid corporate
taxes to the village, so the village offices (VC and VPB) had suffi-
cient revenue for the provision of public goods. Now, Highland Park
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Village is one of the wealthiest villages in Zhejiang, which is the
province with the highest rural per capita income in the nation.

By contrast, in Chishi Village, a poor village in Inner Mongolia
Province, villagers elected someone “clean” to be VC chief to curb
existing corruption. The elected VC chief promised to reveal the vil-
lage party secretary’s embezzlement (Ako 2003). However, because
incumbent VPB cadres were corrupt and the VPB was more powerful
than the VC, the elected VC chief was not powerful enough to check
the VPB cadres’ corruption. Elected VC members gave up holding
them accountable to the electorate. To make matters worse, the elected
VC chief joined the corrupt practice of the nonelected VPB members
and enjoyed the benefits of embezzlement.

The comparison of the industrialized villages in Zhejiang Prov ince
to Chishi Village suggests how differences in economic status may in-
fluence the relationship between the VC and the VPB. In industrialized
villages the leadership of an entrepreneur can start a virtuous circle for
providing public goods while elections are not competitive but consen-
sual. Successful entrepreneurs may bring prosperity to the village by
using their own wealth to provide public goods. Once an entrepreneur
intends to be a competent leader for the whole village, an election will
be consensual because an entrepreneur is an attractive candidate for the
whole electorate, and public goods will be provided in the village. By
contrast, in agricultural villages, which usually do not have entrepre-
neurs, villagers often cannot find candidates attractive to the whole
electorate and hence an election will not be consensual but competi-
tive. Because agricultural villages do not have sufficient financial re-
sources to provide public goods for the whole village, incumbent vil-
lage cadres have an incentive to distribute scarce financial resources to
their favorite group of villagers. Candidates in a competitive election
will then compete for vote buying.

Social Elites
Kinship is an important element in people’s daily lives, society, and
politics in rural China. Previous studies have found that kinship
groups in a village are often in conflict with each other and hence
villages with multiple kinship groups tend to have worse village gov-
ernance performance. For example, Tsai (2007) finds that villages
with multiple lineage groups are less likely to provide public goods
than villages with a single lineage group. Moreover, competitive vil-
lage elections worsen the conflict between kinship groups. For exam-
ple, Kennedy (2002, 479–482) observes that villagers are less likely
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to be satisfied with the electoral process in multisurname villages
than in single-surname villages. Furthermore, Manion (2006) finds
that between 1990 and 1996, villages with more surnames ceteris
paribus tended to have increased public trust in local leaders. Her
logic to account for this finding is that villages with a few clans ex-
perience more intense clan-based politics than villages with numer-
ous clans.6

In some villages, elections have indeed exacerbated kinship ri-
valries. For example, in one of the villages that Kennedy (2002, 480)
studied in Shaanxi Province, there was a long history of conflict be-
tween two major kinship groups, but the balance of power was main-
tained by assigning the village party secretary from one group and
the VC chief from the other group. However, in the first contested
election for VC chief, each group nominated a candidate, the election
was intensely competitive, and the candidate from the same group as
the village party secretary won the election. The elected VC chief
used his status to enrich his own group, and members of the other
group were dissatisfied with the electoral process and outcome.

In other villages, however, kinship politics have had positive ef-
fects on elections. For example, in You Village of Jiangxi Province,
like the village discussed above, the balance of power was main-
tained by assigning the village party secretary from one kinship
group and the VC chief from the other group, before the first con-
tested election in 1999 (Tong 2004, chap. 2). In the 1999 election,
just as in the election of the village discussed by Kennedy above,
each group nominated a candidate, the election was intensely com-
petitive, and the candidate from the same group as village party sec-
retary won the election. However, the subsequent process was differ-
ent in You Village. Concerned that the electoral result might create a
monopoly of power by a certain kinship group, the party secretary of
Niuxi Township, which You Village belongs to, intervened in the
electoral process. After discussing the matter with village cadres and
kinship leaders, the township party secretary decided to hold the
election again, referring to the fact that the winner did not have a ma-
jority if invalid ballots were included. The reelection was scheduled
for four days later and kinship leaders vigorously discussed the issue.
The kinship leaders agreed that the VC chief should be from the kin-
ship group other than the village party secretary’s group, so that the
balance of power between kinship groups would be maintained. They
persuaded members of their kinship groups to vote for the candidate
they agreed to elect. Thus, the reelection was not intensely competitive
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but consensual, a candidate from the group other than the village
party secretary’s group was elected, and villagers were satisfied with
the electoral result.

In sum, the cases discussed here suggest that if kinship leaders are
in conflict, an election will tend to be competitive and corrupt, and
public goods will ultimately not be provided. By contrast, if relations
between kinship leaders are cooperative, an election will tend to be
consensual and clean, and public goods ultimately will be provided.

Generalization of the Argument
From the cases discussed above, we may draw the following argu-
ment. First, whether the nature of an election is consensual or com-
petitive depends on the distribution of elite competence and inten-
tion. In villages with competent elites who intend to provide public
goods, a village’s small size will lead to a consensual election. Mean-
while, in villages without competent elites who intend to provide
public goods, an election will be competitive. As a result, village
elections are not necessarily corrupt, but corruption is less likely only
when elections are less competitive. Second, competitive elections
will be prone to vote buying due to the village’s small size. The cost
of vote buying will be small if the size of the electorate is small.
Thus, candidates will choose a vote-buying strategy to appeal to vot-
ers if an election is competitive and will not have an incentive to
choose programmatic campaigning. Therefore, one can infer that the
CCP can discourage programmatic opposition by introducing village
elections. While these arguments are drawn from anecdotal case
study evidence based on examples from particular villages, to what
extent can we generalize these arguments?

I studied sixty-two cases, mostly from secondary literature (chiefly
Chinese-language sources) and partly from my field research, and ex-
amined how the above arguments fare with these cases. Table 1 shows
the list village elections included in the study. Among the sixty-two
cases, thirty-four are from Jiangxi Province while the other twenty-
eight are from eleven other provinces. Forty of the elections were
held in 1999. In many villages, the 1999 elections were the first to be
contested, according to the revised Organic Law implemented in
1998 that required every election to be contested. I included only
cases for which I could find information about both the nature of the
election and the provision of public goods (or lack thereof). There
are many reports on village elections, but the reports that include in-
formation on both of these topics are limited.
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In the previous section I developed the argument that the VC
cadres elected via consensual election provide public goods while
those elected by a competitive election do not. Can we observe this
tendency in other villages? In Table 1, I categorize the sixty-two vil-
lage elections into three types: competitive, noncompetitive, and con-
sensual. I categorize elections as competitive if the VC chief is elected
separately from other VC members and the elected VC chief receives
less than 70 percent of the votes.7 I categorize elections as competitive
if the candidate who receives the most votes among the elected VC
members will be VC chief and the votes for the elected VC member
with the fewest votes are less than 70 percent of the eligible votes.8 I
categorize the election as noncompetitive if the winner’s vote is above
70 percent and the sources show no evidence that villagers reached a
preelectoral consensus. Meanwhile, I categorize the election as consen-
sual if the winner’s vote is above 70 percent and the sources show that
villagers reached a preelectoral consensus. Among the sixty-two cases,
there are twenty-five competitive elections, sixteen noncompetitive
elections, and twenty-one consensual elections.

In these sixty-two cases, we can observe the tendency that public
goods will be provided if an election is consensual while they will
not be provided if an election is competitive or noncompetitive.
Table 2 shows that in this dataset, twenty out of the twenty-one con-
sensual elections led to the provision of public goods by the VC,
twenty-four out of the twenty-five competitive elections led to a poor
provision of public goods by the VC, and all the sixteen noncompet-
itive elections led to a poor provision of public goods.9

The anecdotes introduced in the last section suggest that vil-
lagers in industrialized villages can reach preelectoral consensus rel-
atively easily on who has the intention and ability to provide public
goods, while they find it difficult to reach such a consensus in agri-
cultural villages. Can we observe this tendency in the sixty-two cases
listed in Table 1? Table 3 categorizes the cases based on the villages’
economic conditions (agricultural or industrialized), elite types (po-
litical, economic, social, or none), and the nature of the elections
(competitive, noncompetitive, or consensual). Three cases are dropped
from the original dataset of Table 1. In two cases (nos. 25 and 44),
the sources do not specify whether the village is agricultural or in-
dustrialized, and I cannot obtain information about elite type in one
case (no. 62).

Among the fifty-nine cases shown in Table 3, forty-eight are
from agricultural villages and eleven are from industrialized villages.
Thirteen of the forty-eight elections are consensual in agricultural
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villages and seven of the eleven elections are consensual in industri-
alized villages. Thus, we can observe that an election is more likely
to be consensual in an industrialized village than in an agricultural
village. In the seven industrialized villages that held a consensual
election, villagers reached a preelectoral consensus on the economic
elite’s intention and ability to provide public goods in five villages.

Not surprisingly, none of the forty-eight agricultural villages had
economic elites. In the thirteen agricultural villages that held a con-
sensual election, villagers reached a preelectoral consensus on the
political elites’ intention and ability to provide public goods in five
cases, on the social elites’ in seven cases, and on the political and so-
cial elites’ in one case. In the twenty-six cases where the political
elites were involved in a village election (including the cases where
the political elites were also considered the economic or social
elites), an election was consensual and public goods were provided in
six cases. In the twenty-eight cases where the social elites were in-
volved in a village election, an election was consensual in eight cases
and public goods were provided in seven cases.

Overall, while economic elites in industrialized villages provide
public goods, political or social elites’ involvement in rural politics
in agricultural villages does not always lead to good governance. Of
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Table 2  Nature of Elections and the Provision of Public Goods 
(N = 62)

Public Goods 
Provided?

Yes No Total

Competitive 1 case 24 cases 25 cases
(50) (4, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 16, 24, 

25, 28, 29, 31, 35, 36, 40, 44, 
48, 49,53, 54, 58, 59, 60, 61)

Noncompetitive — 16 cases 16 cases
(2, 3, 6, 15, 17, 20, 27, 33, 

34, 37, 41, 42, 43, 47, 52, 55)

Consensual 20 cases 1 case 21 cases
(1, 5, 7, 8, 14, 18, 19, (23)

21, 22, 26, 30, 32, 38, 39, 
45, 46, 51, 56, 57, 62)

Total 21 cases 41 cases 62 cases

Note: Case numbers in parentheses.
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the twenty-six cases where political elites were involved in rural pol-
itics in agricultural villages, villagers were dissatisfied with the pro-
vision of public goods in twenty of them. In these twenty villages,
the VC cadres were elected by competitive elections in ten cases and
by noncompetitive elections in ten cases. In these cases, political
elites did not have the intention to serve the whole village and the re-
sult was a nonconsensual election. If political elites are successful in
manipulating an election the result will be a noncompetitive election,
while if a village-supported candidate can successfully compete with
a VPB-backed candidate, the result will be a competitive election.
Even if a village-supported candidate wins, political elites will nul-
lify the electoral result and undermine the authority of the elected
candidate. As a result, public goods will not be provided following a
competitive or noncompetitive election in agricultural villages.

Among the twenty-four cases where social elites were involved
in rural politics in agricultural villages, the village held a nonconsen-
sual election and villagers were dissatisfied with the provision of
public goods in sixteen cases. Twelve of the sixteen nonconsensual
elections were competitive. In these cases, kinship leaders failed to
solve historical conflicts between kinship groups in a village elec-
tion, and competition among kinship groups led to intense electoral
competition—and hence electoral corruption. As a result, the elected
village cadres did not provide public goods to the whole village but
instead provided private goods to their own kinship group.

In sum, the fifty-nine cases of village elections shown in Table 3
suggest that electoral quality and the provision of public goods de-
pend on the village’s economic conditions. Good governance by eco-
nomic elites may emerge from consensual elections in industrialized
villages. In the meantime, in agricultural villages where villagers
usually cannot find economic elites, good governance will emerge if
political or social elites succeed in reaching a preelectoral consensus
on a competent candidate among the villagers.

Implications

The CCP leadership and officials claim that the main objective of in-
troducing village elections is to get local leaders to provide public
goods. If local governments fail to provide public goods to villagers in
rural areas, it will be a crisis for the regime. I agree that the regime ce-
teris paribus has strong interests in having effective local leadership,
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with local governments’ providing public goods and being responsive
to popular preferences. However, if the regime’s main objective for
introducing elections is getting officials to be responsive and provide
public goods, why has the regime not introduced elections to higher
levels of government? In reality, the regime has been more active in
introducing an institution for nonparty villagers to participate in
electing party cadres at the village level than in spreading the exper-
iment of popularly electing nonparty cadres at the township and
county levels.

The CCP leadership and central officials often claim that elec-
tions should be introduced first at the village level—where residents
are familiar with the cadres and their politics—because of their belief
that voters should have a lot of information to make the right choice.
My argument in this article disagrees with this claim. If voters and
candidates have perfect information about each other, electoral con-
testation will negatively affect electoral outcomes unless voters have
reached a preelectoral consensus about competent leadership. With
perfect information, candidates may easily determine what private
goods they can provide to each voter to buy votes. Survey research
shows that voters appreciate clean elections and are dissatisfied with
electoral corruption, that the implementation of clean elections
strengthens the legitimacy and trust of the village cadres, and that
villagers give the central government and the regime credit for intro-
ducing village elections (Kennedy 2002; Li 2003; Manion 1996,
2006). However, as long as elections are held only at the village
level, candidates will not turn to policy-based, organized campaign-
ing because the cost of vote buying is low in a small electorate. Thus,
the authoritarian regime prefers corrupt grassroots elections to com-
petitive elections at higher levels. In this sense, village elections are
a democratic institution that may strengthen the legitimacy and pop-
ularity of the authoritarian regime without increasing the threat to
regime survival.

I should note that my argument developed here is based on the
assumption that the CCP would lose control over electoral outcomes
once elections are held at higher levels. With other things equal, in-
creasing the size of the electorate decreases incentives for competi-
tion through vote buying, because the cost of vote buying goes up as
the size of the electorate goes up. As the cost of vote buying in-
creases, candidates must instead compete through organizations and
campaign promises to provide public goods to appeal to voters. The
main inference to be drawn from this finding is that elections have
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not spread to higher levels because the CCP prefers grassroots elec-
tions. However, if the CCP is able to intervene in electoral processes
and outcomes in some way, such as by influencing who runs for elec-
tions or vetoing elected candidates, it might not find those elections
at higher levels so threatening. If elections are held at higher levels,
the CCP would make every effort for CCP candidates to win the elec-
tions. However, it is more costly to introduce and then manage
higher-level elections than to resist the introduction of elections at
higher levels and discourage programmatic opposition.

Because higher-level elections are not institutionalized in China,
the model’s implication for what would happen if elections are intro-
duced at township levels or higher is more suggestive than conclu-
sive. We cannot examine empirically whether electoral competition
at higher levels of government would increase the provision of pub-
lic goods and make local officials more responsive to popular prefer-
ences. Nor can we examine empirically whether candidates in elec-
tions at higher levels would be less likely to buy votes and more
likely to campaign for their policy proposals. Although we cannot
give a conclusive answer to these questions, the model’s implication
counters what the CCP leadership and officials often claim about the
functions of village elections. The model’s equilibrium outcome im-
plies that rather than village democracy’s being an experiment that
has failed to further reforms, it is self-limiting by design.

Hiroki Takeuchi is assistant professor of political science and fellow of the John
Goodwin Tower Center for Political Studies at Southern Methodist University.
His research interests include Chinese and Japanese politics, comparative politi-
cal economy of authoritarian regimes, and political economy and international
relations of East Asia, as well as applying game theory to political science. His
recent publications include articles in Modern China, International Relations of
Asia-Pacific, Japanese Journal of Political Science, and Journal of Chinese Po-
litical Science.

Appendix: Formal Description and 
Solution to the Village Election Game

The Candidate’s Choice of Strategies and Payoffs
The matrix in Figure A1 shows the incentives affecting a candidate in
a village election. The utility the candidate would gain from winning
the election is denoted W (W > 0). Each candidate has two strategies:
buying votes (BV) and not buying votes (NBV). The cost of buying
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votes (C) is the multiplication of the cost to buy one vote (β) and the
number of votes needed to buy (V ) (i.e., C = βV ). Moreover, the
number of votes needed to buy is positively associated with how
much the candidate is behind the other candidate (ρ) and the size of
the electorate (E) (i.e., V = ρE). Therefore, the cost of buying votes
can be written as:

C = βρE (A1)

Figure A1  Payoffs in Village Elections

Candidate 2
Buying votes (BV ) Not buying votes (NBV )

Buying votes (BV ) pW – C1 W – C1

Candidate 1

Not buying votes 
(NBV ) 0 pW

Note: W = the candidate’s utility gained by winning the election. C1 = Candidate 1’s
utility lost by buying votes. p = the probability that Candidate 1 wins the election when
both candidates take the same strategy. C1 = β(A+φ(1 – p))E and C2 = β(A+φp)E: β = the
cost to buy one vote; E = the size of the electorate; φ and A are positive constant numbers.

How much Candidate 1 is behind Candidate 2 is positively asso-
ciated with 2 – p while how much Candidate 2 is behind Candidate 1
is positively associated with p (i.e., p1 = A+φ(1 – p) and ρ2 = A+φp)
(A > 0 and φ > 0). Thus, Candidate 1’s and Candidate 2’s costs of
buying votes could be written respectively:

C1 = β(A+φ(1 – p))E (A2)

C2 = β(A+φp)E (A3)

In this model, rather than having players choose the number of votes
to buy (or the amount of money to be spent on vote buying), the cost
of buying votes (C) is folded into a specific function: C = βρE: where
β is the cost to buy one vote; E is the size of the electorate; and ρ is
how much the candidate is behind the other candidate, which is
hence inversely related to p.
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Solution to the Model
This analysis only examines the case of 0 < p ≤ 0.5. Below, I write
outcomes using the notation: (Candidate 1’s strategy, Candidate 2’s
strategy). Figure A2 describes the equilibrium strategies of the two
candidates as a set of thresholds along the continuum of possible cir-
cumstances.

Equilibrium 1. (BV, BV ) will be a pure strategy Nash equilibrium

(PSNE) if pW – β(A+φ(1 – p))E ≥ 0 and (1 – p)W – β(A+φp) E ≥ 0. 

Thus, this PSNE will be sustained if W ≥ and 

W ≥ . Because ≥ as long as p ≤ 0.5,

(BV, BV ) will be a PSNE if W ≥ .

Equilibrium 2. (NBV, NBV ) will be a PSNE if pW ≥ 

W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E and (1 – p)W ≥ W – β(A+φp)E. Thus, this 

PSNE will be sustained if W ≤ and W ≤ . 

Because ≥ , (NBV, NBV ) will be a PSNE if 

W ≤ .

Equilibrium 3. (NBV, BV ) will be a PSNE if 0 ≥ pW – β(A+φ

(1 – p))E and W – β(A+φp)E ≥ (1 – p)W. Thus, this PSNE will be

β(A+φp)E
1 – p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

β(A+φp)E
1 – p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p
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Figure A2  The Equilibrium Strategies in the Game

Notes: (BV, BV ) = both candidates buy votes. (NBV, NBV ) = neither candidate buys
votes. (NBV, BV ) = Candidate 1 does not buy votes and Candidate 2 buys votes. MSNE =
each candidate buys votes with a certain probability.

(NBV, NBV ) MSNE (NBV, BV ) (BV, BV )

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

0 W
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sustained if W ≤ and W ≥ . Because

≥ , (NBV, BV ) will be a PSNE if  

≥ W ≥ .

Equilibrium 4. No PSNE will exist but a mixed strategy Nash 

equilibrium (MSNE) will exist if ≥ W ≥ .

At the MSNE: Candidate 1 will take BV with the probability of 

, and NBV with ; and Candidate 2 

will take BV with the probability of , and 

NBV with . Thus, at the MSNE, (BV, BV) will 

occur with the probability of ,

(NBV, NBV ) with , (BV, NBV ) 

with , and (NBV, BV) with 

.

Competition in Grassroots Election

If W ≤ , then (NBV, NBV ) is a PSNE, and hence 

the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win is zero. 

If ≤ W ≤ , then at the MSNE the 

probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win is 

1 – ;

< 0 if W <

; 

> 0 if W > ; and 

= 0 if W =

, with which the probability of a vote-

buying candidate’s win is at a local minimum. If ≤ 

W ≤ , then (NBV, BV ) is a PSNE, 

and hence the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win is one. If 

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1 – p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
1– p

β(A+φp)E – pW
(1 – 2p)W

(1 – p)W – β (A+φp)E
(1 – 2p)W

β(A+φ(1 – p))E – pW
(1 – 2p)W

(β(A+φp)E – pW)((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

2β(A+φ(1 – p))(A+φp)E
(1 – p)(A+φ(1 – p))+p(A+φp)

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

β(A+φp)E
p

(1 – p)W – β (A+φ(1 – p))E
(1 – 2p)W

(β(A+φp)E – pW)((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2

((1 – p)W – β(A+φp)E)(β(A+φ(1 – p))E – pW )
(1 – 2p)2w2

(β(A+φp)E – pW)(β(A+φ(1 – p))E – pW)
(1 – 2p)2w2

((1 – p)W – β(A+φp)E)((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2

(β(A+φp)E – pW )((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

∂
∂W (1– )

2β(A+φ(1 – p))(A+φp)E
(1 – p)(A+φ(1 – p))+p(A+φp)

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p

(β(A+φp)E – pW )((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

∂
∂W (1– )

(β(A+φp)E – pW )((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

∂
∂W (1– )

2β(A+φ(1 – p))(A+φp)E
(1 – p)(A+φ(1 – p))+p(A+φp)

β(A+φp)E
p

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p
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W ≥ , then (BV, BV ) is a PSNE, and hence the probability

of a vote-buying candidate’s win is one. 

The Size of the Electorate

If E ≤ , then (BV, BV ) is a PSNE, and hence the probability

of a vote-buying candidate’s win is one. If ≤ E ≤ ,

then (NBV, BV ) is a PSNE, and hence the probability of a corrupt 

candidate’s win is one. If ≤ E ≤ , then at the

MSNE the probability of a vote-buying candidate’s win is 

1 – ; < 0 if

E < ;

> 0 if E >

; 
and

= 0 if 

E = , with which the probability 

of a vote-buying candidate’s win is at a local minimum. If E ≥

, then (NBV, NBV ) is a PSNE, and hence the probability

of a vote-buying candidate’s win is zero.

Notes
1. Kennedy (2010) points out that more vote-buying cases are reported

as contested village elections spread in China.
2. The set of cases examined in this article is selected from my field in-

terviews and previous studies of other scholars. Most of my field research
on village politics was conducted in 2004–2005. I conducted field interviews
with more than a hundred people in forty villages across seven of China’s
thirty-one provinces (Guangdong, Guizhou, Hebei, Hubei, Hunan, Jiangxi,
and Zhejiang). The seven provinces include both rich industrialized villages
in coastal regions (such as Guangdong and Zhejiang) and poor agricultural
villages in inland regions (such as Guizhou, Hebei, Hubei, Hunan, and
Jiangxi). The list of interviewees, cited by number throughout the article,
and the interview questions are available from the author upon request.

pW
β(A+φ(1 – p))

pW
β(A+φp)

pW
β(A+φ(1 – p))

(1 – p)W
β(A+φ(1 – p))

pW
β(A+φp)

(β(A+φp)E – pW)((1 – p)W–β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2

(1 – p)W
β(A+φ(1 – p))

β(A+φp)pW+β)(A+φ(1–p))(1 – p)W
2β2(A+φp)(A+φ(1 – p))

(β(A+φp)pW+β)(A+φ(1 – p))(1 – p)W
2β2(A+φp)(A+φ(1 – p))

(β(A+φp)E–pW )((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

∂
∂W (1– )

(β(A+φp)E–pW )((1 – p)W – β(A+φ(1 – p))E)
(1 – 2p)2w2)

∂
∂W (1– )

(β(A+φp)pW+β)(A+φ(1 – p))(1 – p)W
2β2(A+φp)(A+φ(1 – p))

β(A+φ(1 – p))E
p
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3. To keep the anonymity of my interviewees, I use fictitious names to
describe the localities where I conducted interviews.

4. For comparative studies of when vote buying becomes an effective
means, see Lehoucq (2007).

5. In Taiwan, where electorates are bigger than grassroots elections,
candidates use vote brokers for vote buying to work (Rigger 1999).

6. Her sample does not include single-surname villages.
7. Note that I have defined a competitive election as one in which the race

between candidates is so close that one cannot easily predict who will win and
a contested election as one in which the number of candidates exceeds the
number of seats available, though a number of previous studies on village
elections use the latter definition to describe a competitive election. Because
one of the key observations of village elections is that contested elections are
not always competitive, and contested elections have spread throughout
China, it makes more sense to measure the percentage of votes rather than the
number of candidates to gauge the competitiveness of an election.

8. In this type of election, each voter can cast the same number of votes
as the number of seats.

9. Note that because many of the cases are from the secondary litera-
ture, I cannot categorize the provision of public goods in a more systematic
way. In many cases the judgment of whether public goods are provided is
based on whether villagers are satisfied with the provision of public goods.
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