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Abstract 

Since China's 1978 economic reforms, it has experienced rapid growth as well as increased 

income inequality. Research finds that Chinese Communist Party (CCP) members enjoy certain 

benefits that are not available to non-members, which may contribute to the country’s income 

inequality. I use the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) 2015 to estimate the relationship 

between party membership and individual annual income. My results suggest that CCP 

membership is associated with higher income, controlling for personal traits and family 

background characteristics.  However, the advantage of CCP membership disappears once career 

background characteristics are controlled for. I also find that CCP membership matters more for 

more vulnerable members of the Chinese population. I conclude that the desirability of CCP 

membership may reflect the fact that CCP affiliation provides political protection from an 

authoritarian government. 
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Introduction  
Since China’s 1978 market-oriented reform (Tseng & Rodlauer, 2003), the country has 

experienced tremendous economic growth, rising from among the world's poorest countries (Chen 

and Ravallion, 2004) to become the second-largest economy in terms of nominal GDP after the 

United States (World Back, 2019).  Indeed, the country’s economy is the largest worldwide in 

terms of purchasing power parity (World Bank, 2019). Today, China is an upper-middle-income 

country with an annual per capita income of CNY 28,228.05 (≈USD 3,995.48) (National Bureau 

of Statistics of China, 2018).1 Despite its rapid growth, however, China still has significant income 

inequality: the country’s Gini Coefficient (0.465) (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2016) is 

higher than that of similar middle-income countries.2 

This inequality likely has several drivers. For instance, people living in areas along the east 

coast have higher incomes than people in middle and western China (Jian et al., 1996; Chen & 

Fleisher, 1996; Xie & Zhou, 2014). In addition, urban citizens have more than double the annual 

income of rural citizens (Sicular et al., 2007; National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018), and 

women earn less than men (Yu & Sarri, 1997; Chen et al, 2012). Other explanatory factors include 

the differential provision of social security, public services, and infrastructure (Wang & Fan, 

2005).3 For example, people in mountainous areas lack access to good roads that allow them to 

travel and conduct business (Fan & Chan-Kang, 2008).  

                                                
1 On April 01, 20202 the exchange rate was: 1 USD = 7.089 CNY . 
2 Some estimates suggest that income inequality in China is even greater. For example, according to  the 
China Family Finance Research and Research Center at Southwest China University of Finance and 
Economics (2013), the country’s Gini coefficient peaked 0.61 in 2010. By comparison, the Gini coefficients 
in other BRICS countries were: Brazil, 0.53 (World Bank, 2017);  Russia, 0.38 (World Bank, 2015); India, 
0.36 (World Bank, 2011); South Africa, 0.63 (World Bank, 2014). 
3 People in wealthy coastal regions or in urban regions have more comprehensive and generous public 
welfare benefits, including pension insurance, health insurance, unemployment insurance, work injury 
compensation, maternity coverage, and housing subsidies (Wang and Fan, 2005). 
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Income inequality is associated with a range of negative outcomes. For example, countries 

with higher levels of inequality tend to experience greater political, economic, and financial 

instability (UN Habitat, 2008; Kohli et al., 2011; Dabla-Norris, 2015). Inequality is also positively 

related to  poverty rates (UN Habitat, 2008) and is negatively related to the sustainability of a 

country’s economic growth (UN Habitat, 2008; Berg & Ostry, 2011).  

Chinese Communist Party membership might be an additional driver of income inequality 

in China. Research has already provided evidence of a positive relationship between Communist 

Party membership and various measures of socioeconomic status. Relative to nonmembers, for 

example, Communist Party members have higher earnings (Dickson & Rublee, 2000; Li et al., 

2007; Appleton et al., 2009), greater career mobility (Dickson & Rublee, 2000), a greater 

likelihood of gaining leadership positions in a local communities (Morduch & Sicular, 2000), and 

a higher probability of obtaining bank loans (Li et al., 2008).  

Ample research has documented the extent and negative implications of income inequality 

in China, and other studies have shown that Communist Party membership confers a variety of 

benefits (including higher income). My research uses the latest available data from the Chinese 

General Social Survey (CGSS) 2015 to examine the relationship between Communist Party 

membership and individuals’ incomes.  
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Background  

Political status (“政治面貌”) has wide-ranging implications for members of Chinese 

society. All official forms, documents, and files require that individuals identify their political 

status. China recognizes five types of political status: membership in the China Young Pioneers, 

membership in the Communist Youth League (CYL), democracy party membership, Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) membership, and no party affiliation.45 

After China won the Anti-Japanese war in 1945 and drove the Kuomintang (the previous 

ruling party of China) to Taiwan in 1949, the CCP became the country’s sole ruling party (Fairbank, 

1986). In 1949, it established the People's Republic of China (Fairbank, 1986). The CCP controls 

The People’s Liberation Army, the State Council, the National People’s Congress, and the Chinese 

People’s Political Consultative Conference, as well as media, state-owned enterprises, research 

institutes and universities, and even civil society institutions such as grass-root NGOs (Lawrence 

& Martin, 2013). Thus, CCP membership is closely related to career success.  

It is difficult to become a CCP member. According to the party’s Rules for the Work of the 

Communist Party of China to Develop Party Members (Central Office of the Communist Party of 

                                                
4 The China Communist Party (CCP) is sometimes called the Communist Party of China (CPC). Children 
aged six to 14 can become young pioneers (National Young Pioneers Working Committee Office, 2018). 
Almost all primary students belong to this group. When they reach the age of 14, if students wish, they can 
submit an application for membership in the Communist Youth League (CYL).  Selection into the CYL is 
made by teachers and senior League members (The 18th National Congress of the Chinese Communist 
Youth League, 2018). More than 87 million young people aged 14 to 28 belong to CYL (CYL Central 
Organization Department, 2015). 
5 Democracy parties here refer to the eight major democratic parties in Mainland China: the Chinese 
Kuomintang Revolutionary Committee, the China Democracy Coalition, the China Democratic National 
Construction Association, the China Democracy Promotion Association, the China Agricultural Workers 
Democratic Party, China Zhi Gong Dang, the Jiu San Society, and Taiwan’s Democratic Self-Government 
League. In 1949, these parties joined the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, whereby 
they are allowed to make policy proposals and discuss them. The democratic parties are required to show 
loyalty to the CCP and follow its leadership (Lawrence and Martin, 2013). This "multi-party cooperation and 
political consultation system under the leadership of the Communist Party of China" (National People’s 
Congress, 2018) allows the authorities to claim that China is a "democracy," but the CCP still has ruling 
power. There are only 840,000 democracy party members in Mainland China (State Council Information 
Office, 2007). 
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China, 2014), the application process requires letters, training, tests, screenings, and a probationary 

period lasting for at least one year. Even if one meets all of these requirements, there is still a high 

probability that an application will be rejected or will just be ignored (Dickson, 2004). According 

to CCP regulations, any adult atheist can apply for membership, but in 2011, fewer than 15% of 

applicants were accepted (Lawrence & Martin, 2013). The increasingly arduous path to CCP 

membership implies that China's politics will be increasingly elitist. There are around 90 million 

CCP members, which corresponds to about 6% of China’s population of 1.4 billion (Organization 

Department of the CPC Central Committee, 2017).  Some 48.3% of CCP members have college 

degrees (Organization Department of the CPC Central Committee, 2017).6 In recent years, due to 

concerns about corruption and loyalty, the application process has become increasingly selective 

(CPC Central Committee, 2019), and the growth in CCP membership has slowed (Organization 

Department of the CPC Central Committee, 2017).  

                                                
6 This figure is significantly higher than in the overall population in China. About 12% of Chinese adults 
have college degrees (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2016). 
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Literature Review 

In his examination of Communist countries in Europe, Djilas (1957) argued that even 

though Communist Party members claim they represent all proletarians, they would become a 

“New Class” of social and intellectual elites. Evidence suggests that, in the Soviet Union and East 

European countries, the Communist Party recruited the most educated members of society and 

richly rewarded those who were selected (Bauman, 1974; Walder, 1985). The literature reviewed 

below suggests that the principles developed by Diljas in his study of European communist 

countries can also be applied to China — the world’s largest Communist regime — in terms of 

party members’ higher incomes, greater upward career mobility, more profitable businesses, and 

greater political returns. 

 

Research on the Advantages of CCP Membership 

         Income and Wage Premiums 

Research suggests that CCP members have greater monetary advantages than other groups 

in society (Dickson and Rublee, 2000; Liu, 2003; Yueh, 2004; Appleton et al., 2009; Raymo & 

Xie, 2000). For example, Dickson and Rublee (2000) estimated that, in 1988, party members 

earned 26.5% more than non-party members, and Yueh (2004) found that the income premium 

associated with CCP membership had increased by six percentage points between 1995 and 1999. 

Similarly, Appleton et al. (2009) found that, between 1988 and 1999, the wage premium for people 

with party affiliations had increased by four percentage points. Their explanations were, first, that 

managerial positions (which were higher-paying) were reserved for party members; that members 

could better protect their wealth during political and economic transitions; and that party members 

were able to exploit the fact that the Chinese labor market was not sufficiently competitive. In 
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addition, Liu (2003) found that CCP members received larger government subsidies, better social 

insurance benefits and other advantages. Importantly, the advantages of Party membership are not 

confined to the participants in the labor market. Bian and Logan (1996) find that, in China, holding 

an administrative position in the Party or government is a significant predictor of having a high 

income. CCP members have higher incomes than non-members after they retire, even though they 

are less likely to return to the labor market (Raymo & Xie, 2000). 

 

         Careers 

Even after the opening up of the Chinese economy, the ruling party continued to exercise  

authority over the redistribution of societal wealth and resources, including prestigious jobs and 

managerial positions (Walder, 1995; Bian & Logan,1996; Dickson & Rublee, 2000; Walder & 

Treiman, 2000). Indeed, Walder (1995) found that CCP members have easier access to prestigious 

and higher-paying jobs.  

Bian et al. (2001) also found that CCP members have more opportunities for upward career 

mobility than non-members. The authors found that was particularly true in the state sector (i.e., 

among employees of state-owned enterprises, government branches, and public medical and 

education systems). Walder & Treiman (2000) also concluded that party membership is a 

prerequisite for holding a high-ranking government position (Li & Walder, 2017). 

 

        Business and Banking 

Unlike other transitional economies, in China, the CCP is still the ruling party, and there is 

party-related discrimination in the private sector (Li et al., 2008). Li et al. (2008), for example, 
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found that, among private business owners, CCP membership is positively related to profitability 

and protection in the legal system. Moreover, the authors found that, in economic sectors where 

markets and institutions are comparatively weak, the benefits associated with membership are even 

more substantial. CCP members are also more likely to obtain bank loans (Li et al.,2008; Zhou, 

2009; Zhao & Lu, 2016). Private entrepreneurs sometimes seek to join the party in order to secure 

protection from China’s imperfectly competitive markets, less transparent credit and tax systems, 

and extensive government regulations (Li et al., 2006; Li et al., 2008). Identification with the Party 

provides a platform for making political connections, which are particularly valuable in places 

where government intervention is more common (Wu et al., 2008).  

 

            Political Returns  

Contrary to the expectation that China’s market-oriented transition would reduce the 

benefits of political status (Nee, 1989), a 2000 study of a typical northern county in rural China 

found that CCP members had a higher probability of being leaders in their villages or at a higher 

level of government than non-members (Morduch & Sicular, 2000).  

The Present Study 

Ample research indicates that there is a positive relationship in China between CCP 

membership and income, and between CCP membership and other forms of social advantage that 

are likely to confer income premiums. However, most of the studies reviewed above use old data, 

or focus on a specific group (for example, private business owners). This approach may be 

inadequate for a society that is as diverse and fast-changing as China’s. In contrast to the existing 
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literature, my study examines the relationship between party membership and income using the 

most recent data from a nationally representative sample.   
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Conceptual Framework 

Based on my literature review, I hypothesize that Chinese Communist Party membership 

has a strongly positive relationship with income across all groups and regions in China. As noted, 

in the late twentieth century, CCP members enjoyed substantial income advantages. With the 

country’s rapid economic development and the party’s continuing grip on power, I predict not only 

that CCP members still enjoy income advantages; I also expect to find that personal traits other 

than CCP membership —for example, educational background and urban household registration 

— are related to income. Further, for reasons discussed below, I predict that people who have 

family members with CCP membership and those working in the public sector will have higher 

incomes. I therefore control for personal traits, family background, and career path, which are 

diagrammed in Figure 1 and discussed further in the following paragraphs. 
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Figure 1: Influences on Income 

 

Personal Factors 

Certain individual characteristics are plausibly correlated with both income and CCP 

membership: 

● Gender: In China, men generally earn more than women (Yu & Sarri, 1997; Chen et al., 

2012). Moreover, men make up more than 70 percent of CCP members (Organization 

Department of the CPC Central Committee, 2017).  

● Age: The CCP is attempting to rejuvenate its membership. More than 80 percent of newly 

recruited CCP members in 2017 were younger than 31 years old (Organization Department 



 

 11 

of the CPC Central Committee, 2017). In addition, Chinese families with younger heads 

have higher incomes (Tan et al., 2017).78 

● Han_Chinese: Xie and Zhou (2014) found that Han Chinese, who constitute more than 90 

percent of China’s population, have more wealth than other ethnicities. 

● Urban household registration: Urban citizens, on average, enjoy better public services and 

better welfares in terms of health, education, pension, housing and so forth than people 

with rural household registrations (Jian et al., 1996; Chen & Fleisher, 1996; Wu, 2011; Xie 

& Zhou, 2014; Tan et al., 2017).9 

● Highschool/ College/ Above_College: Dickson and Rublee (2000) concluded that China’s 

economic reform created greater opportunities for education and career mobility, which in 

turn are positively related to income. In addition, the CCP seeks to attract well-educated 

people: nearly half of the 90 million CCP members have at least some college education 

(Organization Department of the CPC Central Committee, 2017).  

● Married: Chinese families headed by a married couple have more wealth but less income 

than households headed by an unmarried individual (Tan et al., 2017). 

● Healthy: In China, more affluent people generally are healthier (Li & Zhu, 2008).  

 

  

                                                
7 In traditional patriarchal Chinese families, the family heads usually are fathers or their oldest sons. These 
individuals have the authority to manage the family and are recorded as “family head” in the household 
registration system. 
8 To predict the potential nonlinear relationship between age and income,I include quadratic term in addition 
to the linear age term. 
9 The household registration system has existed in China for thousands of years. The modern version was 
established and implemented in 1958. The system is a method of controlling Chinese citizens in terms of 
access to welfare, regulations on migration to big cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, and access to public 
education, healthcare, and pensions. (Wang, 2005). 
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Family Background 

Li et al. (2007) argued that previous studies of the relationship between party membership 

and economic well-being had failed to account for the influence of family background, and that, 

as a result, they had overstated the magnitude of the effect of CCP membership. I think that family 

characteristics are related to both CCP membership and income for several reasons. 

First, CCP membership confers external benefits to the member’s family (Liu, 2003; Li et 

al., 2007). For example, parents with CCP membership have higher incomes, and higher-income 

parents are likely to invest more in their children’s education (Mu & Du, 2015), which in turn is 

likely to be positively related to future income. Second, if an individual has family members who 

are CCP members, or who are working in the public sector, they might have better access to 

political connections (Zhou, 2008). These connections may help them to secure a better job, easier 

access to bank loans, or reduced administrative paperwork to shorten business procedures (Li et 

al., 2006; Li et al., 2008; Zhou, 2009). Due to those considerations, I control for parents’ CCP 

membership and parents’ cadre ranking10 

Yang et al (2010) found that fathers’ CCP membership, political connection, and good 

education are positively correlated with children’s income. And I assume that mothers’ CCP 

membership, political connection, and education might have a similar correlation with children’s 

income. So I control for parents’ education attainment. 

Since government and party institutions, state-owned enterprises, and the military have 

higher CCP membership concentrations and cadre ranking coverage, I suspect that these state-

                                                
10 In Communist regimes, the term “cadre” refers to leadership in party institutions or the government. In 
China, the leadership ranks consist of national leadership, sub-national leadership, provincial-ministerial 
level leadership, sub-provincial (sub-ministerial) level leadership, bureau-director level leadership, deputy-
bureau-director level leadership, division-head level leadership, and deputy-division-head level leadership. 
This ranking system exists in government, party institutions, public institutions, state-owned enterprises, 
and the military (The fifteenth meeting of the Standing Committee of the Tenth National People's Congress, 
2005; Brødsgaard, 2014). 
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owned workplaces of this sort are good incubators for making political connections. Thus, I control 

for whether parents work for the state.  

 

Career Path 

CCP members enjoy greater upward career mobility than non-members (Bian & Logan, 

1996; Dickson & Rublee, 2000; Walder & Treiman, 2000). CCP members also have more political 

power than non-members (Walder, 1995). I also assume that CCP members have a greater 

willingness to participate in political activities. Such participation could have an indirect impact 

on income. For example, active participation in unions is likely to be related to increased power to 

negotiate for higher wages. 

Since research suggests that people in administrative positions in government and in 

managerial positions in state-owned enterprises earn significantly more than others (Bian & Logan, 

1996; Quan et al., 2010), I also account for a respondent’s workplace type (for example, 

government or party institutions, corporations, or the military) and workplace ownership (for 

example, state-owned, collective, or private).   
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Data and Methods 

To estimate the impact of CCP membership on income in China, I use the data from the 

Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) 2015. The 2015 CGSS survey was fielded by Renmin 

University of China and Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.  

CGSS 2015 is publicly available on the China National Survey Data Archive’s website. 

CGSS 2015 draws a random sample that is intended to be representative of the general Chinese 

population in terms of gender, career choice, age from 18 years old, religion, political status, and 

ethnicity.11 There are 10,968 respondents in the sample. 

To analyze the relationship between CCP membership and income in China, I estimate a 

multiple linear regression controls for an individual’s personal traits, family background, and 

career path. I estimate the basic equation: 

ln_Income2014 = β0 + β1CCPmember + β2Male+ β3Age +β4Agesq + β5Han_Chinese+ 

β6Household_registration+ β7HighSchool+β8College+β9AboveCollege+ β10Healthy+ 

β11Union_member + β12Parent_CCPmember + β13Parent_cadre+ 

β14Father_highschool+ β15Parent_Abovehigh+ β16Parent_statework + 

β17Partner_CCPmember+ β18Employed + β19Managerial_position+ β20StateWork + 

β21Stateowned + µ , robust 

Where µ is an error term. My dependent variable is self-reported annual income in 2014. Table 1 

describes the variables included each of my four regression specifications. Model 1 estimates the 

                                                
11 The dataset doesn’t include two special administrative regions (SAR), Hong Kong and Macau. Because 
under the “One Country Two Systems” policy (National People’s Congress, 2018), Hong Kong SAR and 
Macau SAR enjoy “a high degree of autonomy and enjoy executive, legislative and independent judicial 
power” (National People’s Congress, 1990; National People’s Congress, 1993). The two SARs are not 
completely controlled by CCP as other provincial-level administrative divisions in China, so they are not of 
research interest. 
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simple bivariate relationship between annual income and CCP membership. Model 2 includes 

controls for personal traits. Model 3 adds controls for family background, and Model 4 adds 

controls for career path characteristics. Table 2 provides more details about the variables included 

in the regressions. All analyses are weighted using a weight provided by the CGSS’s administrators, 

and I report robust standard errors for all coefficient estimates. 

Table 1. Comparison of Variables included in Four  Regression Models Predicting Annual 
Income in 2014 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Key Independent Variable     

CCP membership ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Personal Traits     

Male  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Age  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Agesq  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Han Chinese  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Urban household registration  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

High school education  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

College education  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Above college education  ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Health status  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
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Table 1. Cont.  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Family Background     

Parent(s) has(have) CCP 
membership 

  ✓ ✓ 

Parent(s) received highschool 
education 

  ✓ ✓ 

Parent(s) received education 
more than highschool 

  ✓ ✓ 

Parent(s) works for the state   ✓ ✓ 

Parent(s) is(are) cadre   ✓ ✓ 

Partner has CCP membership   ✓ ✓ 

Career Path     

Employed now    ✓ 

Union membership    ✓ 

Has/had a managerial position    ✓ 

Works for state    ✓ 

Employer is state-owned    ✓ 
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Table 2. Definitions of Variables 
Variables Definitions 

Dependent Variable 

Income2014 A continuous variable measuring individuals’ self-reported income in 
2014; the unit of measurement is CNY. 

Independent Variables 

CCPmembership A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent was a CCP 
member in 2014. 

Personal Traits 

Male A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent is a male. 

Age A discrete variable measuring the respondent’s age when he/she 
completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 

Han_Chinese A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent is Han 
Chinese. 

Urban_Household_re
gistration 

A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent had an 
urban household registration when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 
survey. 

Highschool A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent had a high 
school education when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 

College A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent had a 
college education or equivalent when he/she completed the CGSS 
2015 survey. 

Above_College A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent had more 
than a college education when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 
survey. 

Married A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent was 
married when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 

Healthy A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent self-
reported that he/she was healthy when he/she completed the CGSS 
2015 survey. 
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Table 2. Cont. 
Variables Definitions 

Family Background 

Parent_CCPmembers
hip 

A dichotomous variable indicating whether at least one of the 
respondent’s parents was a CCP member. 

Parent_Highschool A dichotomous variable indicating whether at least one of the 
respondent’s parents had a high school education. 

Parent_Above_Highs
chool 

A dichotomous variable indicating whether at least one of the 
respondent’s parents had a high school education or above. 

Parent_statework A dichotomous variable indicating whether at least one of the 
respondent’s parents worked for the government, party institutions, 
public institutions, or the military. 

Parent_cadre A dichotomous variable indicating whether at least one of the 
respondent’s parent had a civil service leadership position. 

Partner_CCPmember
ship 

A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent’s spouse or 
common-law partner was a CCP member. 

Career Path 

Employed A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent was 
employed full-time or part-time when he/she completed the CGSS 
2015 survey. 

Union_membership A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent was a 
union member when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 

Managerial_position A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent was in a 
managerial position, including supervising others without supervision, 
and supervising others with supervision. 

StateWork A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent worked for 
the government, party institution, public institutions, or the military, 
when he/she completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 

Statework A dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent’s 
workplace was state-owned or collectively-owned when he/she 
completed the CGSS 2015 survey. 
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Descriptive Statistics  
Table 3 provides descriptive statistics for my dependent, key independent, and control 

variables. Among all respondents in my dataset, 589 (18%) are Chinese Communist Party 

members; 2,688 fall into other political status categories (i.e., they are Communist Youth League 

members, democracy party members, or have no party affiliation).12 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Dependent, Key Independent, and Control Variables 

 Mean Robust SE Min Max 

Dependent Variable      

Income 2014 
(CNY ¥) 

45,440.49  19,1842 0 9,940,000 

Key Independent Variable     

CCP membership 0.18 0.38 0 1 

Personal Traits     

Male 0.50 0.50 0 1 

Age 50.24  15.30 18 93 

Han Chinese 0.95 0.23 0 1 

                                                
12 The original CGSS 2015 has 10,968 observations. Survey data for income2014 had 605 missing values; 
and CCP_membership had 47 missing values. I imputed missing values using a single imputation for 
variables that have fewer than 2,000 missing values. Specifically, I performed imputations for the following 
variables: Han_Chinese, High_school, College, Above_college, Healthy, Union_membership, Parent_CCP, 
Parent_highschool, Parent_morehigh, Parent_cadre, and Parent_statework, using all other control 
variables as predictors. I did not conduct imputations for the following variables because they were missing 
values more than 2,000 values (for variables with more than 2,000 missing values, I concluded that there 
was not enough valid information in the dataset to allow for credible imputations to be performed): 
Partner_CCP (2,391 missing values); Managerial_position (3,895 missing values); State_work (4,126 
missing values); and State_owned  (6,444 missing values). For imputed values, I created a corresponding 
dummy variable equal to one if the observation has been imputed; then, I made comparisons between 
imputed and unimputed values. There was no significant difference between imputed values and unimputed 
values. However, sensitivity tests will still be conducted and final analyses may not include all of the imputed 
variables due to the concern for missing data. After listwise deletion, 3,277 observations remain.    



 

 20 

Table 3. Cont. 

 Mean Robust SE Min Max 

Personal Traits     

Urban household registration 0.60 0.49 0 1 

High school education 0.26 0.44 0 1 

College education 0.24 0.43 0 1 

Above college education 0.01 0.12 0 1 

Married 1.00 0.07 0 1 

Healthy 0.64 0.48 0 1 

Family Background     

Parent_CCP  0.02 0.15 0 1 

Parent_highschool  0.03 0.18 0 1 

Parent_morehigh 0.01 0.10 0 1 

Parent_statework 0.08 0.27 0 1 

Parent_cadre 0.01 0.12 0 1 

Partner_CCP  0.16 0.27 0 1 

Career Path     

Employed now 0.55 0.50 0 1 

Union membership 0.19 0.39 0 1 

Managerial position 0.39 0.45 0 1 

State work 0.24 0.43 0 1 

Employer is state-owned 0.49 0.49 0 1 

Number of observations =  3, 277 

 
 

Table 4 reports descriptive statistics disaggregated by CCP membership. CCP members on 

average have nearly ¥10,000 higher annual income than non-CCP members. This difference 
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provides preliminary evidence in support of my hypothesis that CCP membership raises. Also, the 

proportions who are male and who have urban household registration among CCP members are 

both statistically significantly higher than among non-CCP members (p < .01). Previous studies 

show that males earn more than females (Yu & Sarri, 1997; Chen et al, 2012); and that urban 

citizens have higher incomes (Sicular et al., 2007; National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018). 

These results also show that, compared to nonmembers, CCP members have significantly higher 

educational attainment  (p < .01), that their parents were more likely to work for the government 

(p < .1) or to have a civil service leadership position (p < .05), that their partners are more likely 

to be CCP members  (p < .01).  Respondents also have significantly better career-path outcomes 

for all variables except current employment status. All of these factors are positively correlated 

with higher income, which implies those controls should be included in the regressions to produce 

a less biased relationship between CCP membership and income.13  

                                                
13 It is possible that CCP membership leads to career advantages which are then associated with higher 
income. If so, controlling for career factors would deprive the CCP membership variable of some of its 
explanatory power. As a result, I only control for career path variables in Model 4.  I discuss my regression 
results further in the next two sections. 
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Table 4. Control Variables Disaggregated by CCP membership 
 CCP_member Non_member Difference Robust SE 

Dependent Variable      

Income 2014 54,042.57 44,328.97 9,713.60 5,907.06 

Personal Traits     

Male 0.75 0.49 0.26*** 0.02 

Age 57.53 51.15 6.38*** 0.76 

Han Chinese 0.94 0.96 -0.02* 0.01 

Urban household 
registration 0.73 0.60 0.13*** 0.02 

High school education 0.25 0.27 -0.02 0.02 

College education 0.41 0.19 0.22*** 0.02 

Above college education 0.04 0.01 0.03*** 0.01 

Married 1.00 0.99 0.00** 0.00 

Healthy 0.62 0.62 0.00 0.02 

Family Background     

Parent_CCP  0.03 0.02 0.01 0.01 

Parent_highschool  0.04 0.03 0.01 0.01 

Parent_morehigh 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 

Parent_statework 0.10 0.07 0.02* 0.01 

Parent_cadre 0.03 0.01 0.02** 0.01 

Partner_CCP  0.30 0.13 0.17*** 0.02 

Career Path     

Employed now 0.48 0.53 -0.05* 0.02 

Union membership 0.33 0.15 0.18*** 0.02 

Managerial position 0.56 0.23 0.33*** 0.02 
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Table 4. Cont. 

 CCP_member Non_member Difference Robust SE 

Career Path     

State work 0.40 0.22 0.18*** 0.02 

Employer is state-owned 0.74 0.46 0.28*** 0.02 

Number of observations =  3,277 

***Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.01 level. 
**Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.05 level. 
*Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.1 level. 
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Regression Results 

Table 5 reports results for my four primary models, and Table 6 reports the results of 

regressions in which CCP membership interactions with several different controls. In Table 5, 

Model 1 estimates the bivariate relationship between CCP membership and annual income, Model 

2 adds controls for personal traits, Model 3 adds controls for family background, and Models 4 

adds controls for career path characteristics. All the regressions are weighted using survey weights, 

and I report robust standard errors in parentheses beneath each coefficient.  

In Model 1, consistent with my hypothesis, I find a positive and statistically significant 

(p<0.01) relationship between income and CCP membership. On average, CCP membership is 

related to a 110% increase in annual income.  

In Model 2, the addition of controls for personal traits — i.e., gender, age, ethnicity, 

household registration, education background, marital status, and health status — reduces the 

magnitude of the CCP-income relationship. Having a CCP membership is related to only a 30.7% 

increase in annual income, although this relationship is still significant (p<0.01).  

In Model 3, which adds controls for parents’ and partner’s CCP membership, parents’ 

education background, and parents’ career background, the relationship between CCP membership 

and income is still positive and significant with a 25.4% correlation (p<0.01).  

In Model 4, which adds controls for respondents’ career path — i.e., employment status, 

union membership, management status, whether the respondent works for the state, and whether 

the respondent’s workplace is state-owned — the relationship is small and statistically 

insignificant. 
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Table 5. Main Regression Results  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Key Independent Variable 

CCP membership 
1.103*** 
(0.092 ) 

0.307*** 
(0.096) 

0.254*** 
(0.097) 

0.078 
(0.098) 

Personal Traits 

Male 
 0.827*** 

(0.032) 
0.885*** 
(0.105) 

0.425*** 
(0.100) 

Age 
 0.050** 

(0.008) 
0.049** 
(0.008) 

0.001 
(0.021) 

Agesq 
 -0.000 

(0.000) 
-0.000 
(0.000) 

0.000** 
(0.000) 

Han Chinese 
 0.513** 

(0.230) 
0.544** 
(0.230) 

0.680*** 
(0.219) 

Urban household 
registration 

 0.512*** 
(0.122) 

0.491*** 
(0.123) 

0.746*** 
(0.119) 

High school education 
 0.728*** 

(0.121) 
0.723*** 
(0.121) 

0.504*** 
(0.116) 

College education 
 1.593*** 

(0.131) 
1.516*** 
(0.133) 

0.825*** 
(0.139) 

Above college education 
 2.111*** 

(0.352) 
1.923*** 
(0.360) 

1.088*** 
(0.316) 

Married 
 0.556 

(0.502) 
0.532 

(0.504) 
0.565 

(0.524) 

Healthy 
 0.241** 

(0.111) 
0.246** 
(0.111) 

0.125** 
(0.108) 

Family Background 

Parent_CCP   
0.449** 
(0.207) 

0.394** 
(0.200) 

Parent_highschool   
0.343 

(0.230) 
0.123 

(0.209) 

Parent_morehigh   
0.315 

(0.393) 
-0.031 
(0.362) 

Parent_statework   
-0.276 
(0.191) 

-0.109 
(0.179) 
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Table 5. Cont. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Family Background 

Parent_cadre   
0.170 

(0.269) 
0.386 

(0.268) 

Partner_CCP   
0.346*** 
(0.112) 

0.286*** 
(0.107) 

Career Path 

Employed now 
   2.396** 

(0.172) 

Union membership 
   0.015 

(0.092) 

Managerial position 
   0.457*** 

(0.098) 

State work 
   -0.072 

(0.108) 

Employer is state-owned 
   0.691*** 

(0.037) 

Constant 
9.288*** 
(0.062) 

5.082*** 
(0.793) 

5.065*** 
(0.795) 

3.915*** 
(0.764) 

R-Square 0.0228 0.1132 0.1165 0.2248 

N= 3,277 

Note: All the regressions are weighted by the survey’s weight, and I report robust 
standard errors in parentheses beneath each coefficient. 

***Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.01 level. 
**Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.05 level. 
*Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.1 level. 

 
The relationship between CCP membership and income might be different for different 

subgroups. Thus, I conduct subgroup analyses based on Model 4 by interacting CCP membership 

with gender, educational attainment (college or more), parent’s CCP membership, partner’s CCP 

membership, whether the respondent holds a management position, and whether the respondent 

works for the state. Table 6 reports the results of these specifications. For purposes of brevity, I 
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exclude control variable coefficients from this regression. For a full set of results, including control 

variable coefficients, see Table A. Table 6 indicates that there is no statistically significant 

relationship between CCP membership and annual income for any subgroup. 

As shown in the bottom of Table 6, the F-test of joint significance reflects the significance 

level of my relationship of interest for men, those who have at least college education, those whose 

parents have CCP membership, those whose partners have CCP membership, those who work in 

managerial positions, and those who work for state. The CCP membership coefficients in columns 

1 to 6 reflect the relationship between CCP membership and log income for women, those have 

less than college education, those whose parents do not have CCP membership, whose partner do 

not have CCP membership, those not in managerial positions, and those whose employer is not 

state-owned respectively.  

I find that CCP membership is related to 35.7% (p<0.05) increase in income for women, -

2.7% (35.7% - 38.4%= -2.7%) for men, the difference in income is 38.4% (p<0.05) for women 

and men. And CCP membership is associated with 31.2% (p<0.05) increase in income for people 

not in managerial positions, but is associated with 17.1% (31.2% - 48.3%= -17.1%) decrease in 

income for managers. These coefficients may suggest that CCP membership matters for vulnerable 

groups in Chinese society. I don’t find there a statistically significant relationship for any of the 

other categories.  
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Table 6. Subgroup Analysis Results 

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

Key Independent Variable 

CCP membership 
0.357** 
(0.158) 

0.140 
(0.131) 

0.081 
(0.100) 

0.100 
(0.113) 

0.312** 
（0.125) 

0.247 
(0.202) 

Personal Traits 

CCP membership*Male 
-0.384** 
(0.190) 

     

CCP 
membership*College 
and above education 

 
-0.160 
(0.173) 

    

Family Background 

CCP membership* 
Parent_CCP 

  
-0.096 
(0.326) 

   

CCP membership* 
Partner_CCP 

   
-0.086 
(0.196) 

  

Career Path 

CCP membership* 
Managerial position 

    
-0.483*** 

(0.179) 
 

CCP membership* State 
owned       

-0.239 
(0.075) 

Constant 3.893*** 
(0.764) 

3.902*** 
(0.765) 

3.914*** 
(0.764) 

3.918*** 
(0.764) 

3.913*** 
(0.763) 

9.929*** 
(0.231) 

F-test and p-value 
H0: 

CCP+interaction=0 

2.63* 
(0.072) 

0.60 
(0.546) 

0.33 
(0.717) 

0.39 
(0.676) 

4.15** 
(0.016) 

0.74 
(0.475) 

R-Square 0.225 0.225 0.225 0.225 0.226 0.225 

N= 3,277 

Note: All the regressions are weighted by the survey’s weight, and I report robust standard 
errors in parentheses beneath each coefficient. 

***Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.01 level. 
**Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.05 level. 
*Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.1 level. 
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Discussion  

My analysis suggests that, in China, CCP membership is associated with higher income 

when I control only for personal traits and family background. However, when I add career 

background controls to my analysis, the advantage of CCP membership disappears. These results 

are in line with those of previous studies in terms of CCP members’ income advantages (Dickson 

& Rublee, 2000; Liu, 2003; Yueh, 2004; Appleton et al., 2009; Raymo & Xie, 2000). I also find 

that CCP membership matters the most for people who are more vulnerable (i.e, women and those 

who are not in management positions).   

If CCP membership does not in fact offer much income improvement, why are Chinese 

people still eager to endure the arduous procedures required to become a Communist party member? 

It is possible that elites in China need protection from their political status. Despite the fact that 

the CCP’s legitimacy has decreased (Zhao, 2009), it remains the unquestioned ruling party in 

China, controlling all administrative branches, the military, the legislature, the justice system, the 

media, and natural resources. The Party has no strong counterpart within or outside China’s 

borders. Thus, CCP membership can provide protection from an imperfect legal system (Li et al., 

2006; Li et al., 2008), government interference (Heilmann, 2005), and pervasive censorship (King, 

2013). For example, many farmers have used CCP propaganda or party leaders’ quotes to express 

their demands in land acquisition protests because the public security department cannot then claim 

that their protests or mobilization are “illegal” (O’Brien and Li, 2006). Under these circumstances, 

even if CCP membership does not relate to higher pay, it could still offer protection from political 

insecurity.   
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Limitations 

My analysis has several limitations. First, I could not control for respondents’ locations. In 

China, people in cities generally earn more than those in rural areas (Sicular et al., 2007; National 

Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018); and since public institutions tend to be located in cities (for 

example, Tianditu, 2020), urban people have greater opportunities to join the Party. Thus, people 

in cities generally earn more and have more CCP members than rural places. Second, I was unable 

to control for potentially important dimensions of families’ political connections. Politically 

connected families tend to have higher incomes (Wu et al., 2008), and members of these families 

presumably have a greater chance of joining the Party. Such omitted controls could cause an 

upward bias in my CCP membership coefficient, which is to say that my estimates may overstate 

the (already small) income benefits associated with being a party member. 

Future Research 

Future research should not simply seek to determine whether party members earn more 

than non-members. Rather, scholars should seek to identify the causal mechanisms that drive any 

such income difference. A better understanding of these causal mechanisms might help to inform 

public policy aimed at reducing income inequality.  
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Appendix: Full Interaction Regression Results 
Table A.1 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Key Independent Variable 

CCP membership 

0.357** 
(0.158) 

0.140 
(0.131) 

0.081 
(0.100) 

0.100 
(0.113) 

0.312** 
（0.125) 

0.247 
(0.202) 

Interaction terms 

Personal Traits 

CCP 
membership*Male 

-0.384** 
(0.190) 

     

CCP 
membership*College 
and above education 

 
-0.160 
(0.173) 

    

Family Background 

CCP membership* 
Parent_CCP 

  
-0.096 
(0.326) 

   

CCP membership* 
Partner_CCP 

   
-0.086 
(0.196) 

  

Career Path 

CCP membership* 
Managerial position 

    
-0.483*** 

(0.179) 
 

CCP membership* 
State owned  

     
-0.239 
(0.075) 

Controls 

Personal Traits 

Male 
0.482*** 
(0.112) 

0.423*** 
(0.100) 

0.425*** 
(0.100) 

0.426*** 
(0.100) 

0.423*** 
(0.099) 

0.424*** 
(0.100) 

Age 
0.001* 
(0.021) 

0.002 
(0.022) 

0.001* 
(0.021) 

0.001 
(0.021) 

0.001 
(0.021) 

0.001* 
(0.022) 

Agesq 
0.000** 
(0.000) 

0.000** 
(0.000) 

0.000** 
(0.000) 

0.000** 
(0.000) 

0.000*** 
(0.000) 

0.000*** 
(0.000) 
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Table A.1 Cont. 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Personal Traits 

Han Chinese 
0.682*** 
(0.219) 

0.679*** 
(0.219) 

0.680*** 
(0.219) 

0.681*** 
(0.219) 

0.671*** 
(0.219) 

0.677*** 
(0.219) 

Urban household 
registration 

0.748*** 
(0.119) 

0.744*** 
(0.119) 

0.746*** 
(0.119) 

0.745*** 
(0.119) 

0.743*** 
(0.119) 

0.746*** 
(0.119) 

High school 
education 

0.497*** 
(0.116) 

0.500*** 
(0.117) 

0.503*** 
(0.116) 

0.502*** 
(0.117) 

0.504*** 
(0.116) 

0.497*** 
(0.117) 

College education 
0.609*** 
(0.049) 

-0.283 
(0.279) 

0.824*** 
(0.139) 

0.824*** 
(0.139) 

0.819*** 
(0.139) 

0.822*** 
(0.139) 

Above college 
education 

1.033*** 
(0.314) 

-0.283 
(0.279) 

1.085*** 
(0.317) 

1.096*** 
(0.318) 

1.082*** 
(0.312) 

1.074*** 
(0.317) 

Married 
0.562 

(0.525) 
0.560 

(0.524) 
0.566 

(0.524) 
0.564 

(0.524) 
0.558 

(0.523) 
0.564 

(0.523) 

Healthy 
0.127 

(0.108) 
0.124 

(0.108) 
0.124 

(0.108) 
0.125 

(0.108) 
0.123 

(0.108) 
0.125 

(0.108) 

Family Background 

Parent_CCP 
0.381* 
(0.200) 

0.394** 
(0.079) 

0.419* 
(0.246) 

0.399** 
(0.201) 

0.403** 
(0.200) 

0.393* 
(0.201) 

Parent_highschool 
0.132 

(0.209) 
0.116 

(0.209) 
0.124 

(0.209) 
0.123 

(0.209) 
0.106 

(0.209) 
0.125 

(0.209) 

Parent_morehigh 
-0.024 
(0.361) 

-0.040 
(0.362) 

-0.027 
(0.363) 

-0.029 
(0.362) 

-0.032 
(0.364) 

-0.031 
(0.363) 

Parent_statework 
-0.105 
(0.179) 

-0.106 
(0.179) 

-0.107 
(0.179) 

-0.109 
(0.179) 

-0.117 
(0.180) 

-0.109 
(0.179) 

Parent_cadre 
0.357 

(0.268) 
0.390 

(0.269) 
0.387 

(0.268) 
0.388 

(0.266) 
0.404 

(0.269) 
0.373 

(0.269) 

Partner_CCP 
0.273** 
(0.107) 

0.288*** 
(0.107) 

0.287*** 
(0.108) 

0.313*** 
(0.139) 

0.285*** 
(0.107) 

0.286*** 
(0.107) 
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Table A.1 Cont. 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Career Path 

Employed now 
2.394*** 
(0.172) 

2.394*** 
(0.172) 

2.396*** 
(0.172) 

2.395*** 
(0.172) 

2.386*** 
(0.171) 

2.394*** 
(0.172) 

Union membership 
0.015 

(0.092) 
0.015 

(0.092) 
0.015 

(0.092) 
0.015 

(0.092) 
0.009 

(0.092) 
0.013 

(0.092) 

Managerial position 
0.462*** 
(0.098) 

0.453*** 
(0.098) 

0.457*** 
(0.098) 

0.456*** 
(0.098) 

0.582*** 
(0.118) 

0.460*** 
(0.098) 

State work 
-0.076 
(0.108) 

-0.072 
(0.108) 

-0.072 
(0.108) 

-0.071 
(0.108) 

-0.077 
(0.108) 

-0.070 
(0.108) 

Employer is state-
owned 

0..688*** 
(0.118) 

0.691*** 
(0.118) 

0.690*** 
(0.118) 

0.690*** 
(0.118) 

0.692*** 
(0.118) 

0.731*** 
(0.130) 

Constant 3.893*** 
(0.764) 

3.902*** 
(0.765) 

3.914*** 
(0.764) 

3.918*** 
(0.764) 

3.913*** 
(0.763) 

3.941*** 
(0.764) 

F-test and p-value 
H0: 

CCP+interaction=0 

2.63* 
(0.072) 

0.60 
(0.546) 

0.33 
(0.717) 

0.39 
( 0.676) 

4.15** 
( 0.016) 

0.74 
(0.475) 

R-Square 0.225 0.225 0.225 0.225 0.226 0.225 

N= 3,277 

Note: All the regressions are weighted by the survey’s weight, and I report robust standard 
errors in parentheses beneath each coefficient. 

***Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.01 level. 
**Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.05 level. 
*Indicates coefficient is significant at the p<0.1 level. 
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