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Winning Hearts After Tying Hands: The Political Impact of Land Titling Reform in China

Abstract: In this study, we posit that autocratic rulers can leverage secure property rights to constrain
predatory behaviors by local agents, thereby enhancing regime support and fostering policy compliance from
the general population. We offer empirical evidence in the context of China’s land titling reform that provided
rural households with legal certificates for their land. Exploiting the staggered rollout of the reform across
counties since 2011, our findings reveal a significant increase in political trust toward the government
following the reform. While land titling did not yield significant economic returns, it allowed rural households
to seek legal protection against land expropriation and thus limited the discretionary power of local officials
in land-taking decisions. Further analyses suggest the reform also led to greater participation in government-
initiated social security programs and a decline in engagement with local elections.
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expert evaluation bias, and a methodological analysis of the Worldwide Governance Indicators.
Database of Chinese Local Officials (Linked to NSFC General Program: “A Study on Personnel-
Management of Officials and State Governance Capacity,” No: 71874004)

Organized a research assistant team to conduct data collection, constructing a biographical
database of all current and former principal municipal officials from 1994 to 2022.

Chinese County Gazetteer Database

Organized an RA team to digitize Chinese county gazetteers, constructing a dataset of major events
and economic indicators for over 2,000 counties from 1949 to 1985, including timings of rural
reforms, crop outputs, and land use patterns.

Job Platform Skills Database

Utilized Large Language Model (LLM) APls, such as GPT, to perform large-scale labeling on online
job seeker statements and position descriptions, generating skill and trait profiles for both the supply
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China Economic Quarterly International; China Economic Journal.

Abstract of Job Market Paper

Winning Hearts After Tying Hands: The Political Impact of Land Titling Reform in China

Abstract: In this study, we posit that autocratic rulers can leverage secure property rights to constrain
predatory behaviors by local agents, thereby enhancing regime support and fostering policy compliance
from the general population. We offer empirical evidence in the context of China’s land titling reform,
which provided rural households with legal certificates for their land. Exploiting the staggered rollout of
the reform across counties since 2011, our findings reveal a significant increase in political trust toward
the government following the reform. While land titling did not yield significant economic returns, it
allowed rural households to seek legal protection against land expropriation and thus limited the
discretionary power of local officials in land-taking decisions. Further analyses suggest the reform also
led to greater participation in government-initiated social security programs and a decline in
engagement with local elections.
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