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Propaganda as Bureaucratic Trace
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This article explores how local government propaganda in China can function as a tool for bureaucratic management. I argue that
certain propaganda primarily serves as public documentation of government activities and officials’ performance, enhancing
bureaucratic transparency and credibility. This documentation is particularly important when leaders lack personal ties with
subordinates and thus require independent verification of their work. However, prioritizing record keeping over public persuasion
often produces rigid, unengaging media content, which I term “trace-management propaganda.” Analyzing 1.4 million WeChat
posts from Chinese local governments, I demonstrate that trace-management propaganda significantly increases during official
evaluation periods and is especially prevalent where personal connections between leaders and subordinates are weak. A difference-
in-differences analysis further confirms that a lack of personal ties increases reliance on trace-management propaganda. These
findings reveal that local government propaganda in China frequently fulfills both administrative and expressive purposes,
providing new insights into state media dynamics and bureaucratic oversight.

[ ffective regulation of officials is a persistent chal-
— lenge across political systems, because the success
[ and stability of a regime depend significantly on the
competence and loyalty of lower-level bureaucrats. Incom-
petent or disloyal bureaucrats can sabotage policy imple-
mentation, fuel social unrest, and even threaten regime
survival (Egorov and Sonin 2011; Landry 2008; Reuter
and Robertson 2012). Existing research on bureaucratic
oversight identifies mechanisms such as electoral account-
ability (Cox and Rosenbluth 1996; Golden and Chang
2001), reliance on personal connections (De Mesquita et al.
2005; Shih, Adolph, and Liu 2012), and performance-
based evaluations (Landry, Lii, and Duan 2018; Li and
Zhou 2005) but largely overlooks the role that media can
play in bureaucratic oversight within authoritarian contexts.

This article addresses this gap by examining how local
government propaganda in China functions as an instru-
ment of bureaucratic management. Specifically, I propose
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that a significant portion of local state media reports serve
primarily as public documentation of official activities.
These reports create credible, publicly accessible records,
thereby facilitating internal performance evaluations.
Because the primary aim is administrative documentation,
the content often appears formulaic and rigid. I refer to
this type of output as “trace-management propaganda”
(TM propaganda).

Using state media as a bureaucratic management tool
has two notable advantages. First, the public nature of
these records allows scrutiny by competing officials,
increasing the risk and potential consequences of fabricat-
ing achievements. Second, the publication of records on
state media platforms constrains officials’ ability to embel-
lish or fabricate their contributions in subsequent internal
reports, such as annual performance summaries or project
evaluations.

These features enhance the credibility of internal eval-
uations, which is especially valuable when conventional
oversight mechanisms, such as personal networks, are
weak or unavailable. Leaders lacking reliable personal
connections with subordinates depend increasingly on
publicly documented and externally verifiable reports.
Simultaneously, subordinates use these reports strategi-
cally to bolster the credibility of their performance claims.

To empirically assess this argument, I collected and ana-
lyzed all posts published by official propaganda accounts of
Chinese prefectural-level city governments on WeChat, the
most popular Chinese social media platform, between 2016
and 2019, including their readership data. Employing
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machine-learning content analysis, I demonstrate that local
governments consistently generate substantial volumes of
TM propaganda, which typically attract minimal public
engagement. The frequency of such posts noticeably increases
as official evaluaton periods approach, indicating their direct
role in performance appraisals.

Further analysis investigates how TM propaganda vol-
ume correlates with interpersonal ties between officials and
their superiors. Findings reveal that when city leaders lose
personal connections with provincial supervisors, TM
propaganda emphasizing their achievements significantly
increases. Additionally, cities with weaker interpersonal
ties between their top leaders and local officials produce
more TM propaganda overall compared to those with
stronger internal relationships. A difference-in-differences
analysis and an event study show that weaker personal ties
increase TM propaganda. Robustness checks further show
that these patterns are best explained by heightened
incentives to document officials’ work, rather than by
efforts to discipline the public or by increases in underlying
governance activity.

This research contributes to the broader scholarship on
bureaucratic management under authoritarianism, in
which accurately verifying subordinate performance and
loyalty is a persistent principal-agent challenge. The liter-
ature typically emphasizes personal networks and con-
trolled political institutions, such as limited electoral
processes (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007; Reuter and Robertson 2012; Shih,
Adolph, and Liu 2012). However, these mechanisms are
not universally accessible or dependable. TM propaganda
thus emerges as an alternative administrative solution,
creating transparent, tamper-resistant records of official
behaviors and performance.

The study also advances research on state media in
authoritarian regimes. Prior scholarship has emphasized
propaganda’s expressive functions: mobilizing public sup-
port (Filho and Castro Lima 2016; Stockmann and Gal-
lagher 2011), reinforcing political control (Carter and
Carter 2021; Yanagizawa-Drott 2014), signaling loyalty
(Chung-Hon Shih 2008), and discrediting opponents
(Guriev and Treisman 2019). My findings redirect atten-
tion to media’s instrumental use as an administrative
recording device. This perspective extends Altheide and
Johnson’s (1980) notion of “bureaucratic propaganda,”
which conceptualizes propaganda not as public persuasion
but as a means of legitimizing institutional actions. I build
on this logic to demonstrate that local government propa-
ganda also plays a critical role in strengthening institu-
tional regulation and bureaucratic oversight.

This research further explains the persistent prevalence
of low-engagement propaganda in China. Despite being
widely criticized as outdated, exaggerated, or ineffective in
shaping a positive government image and often generating
public resistance or ridicule (Havel 2009; Huang and

Cruz 2021), low-engagement propaganda is typically
interpreted either as a display of regime strength and
ideological discipline (Carter and Carter 2021; Huang
2015) or as an image-building strategy by ambitious
officials (Chung-Hon Shih 2008; Pan 2019). I offer an
additional explanation: this type of propaganda persists
because it often serves an administrative documentation
function, in addition to public persuasion and image
building. Importantly, low-engagement propaganda can
simultaneously perform multiple roles, including record-
keeping, political signaling, and image building. This
multifaceted functionality highlights the complex nature
of authoritarian communication.

Ultimately, this article advocates increased scholarly
attention to trace management, a widespread bureaucratic
oversight practice in China. Using state media to substan-
tiate official performance claims is a distinct form of this
approach. Despite frequent discussions of trace- manage-
ment’s impact in Chinese media, academic research on
this topic remains sparse. By exploring how this evaluation
method influences bureaucratic and political behavior, I
aim to stimulate further investigation into an understudied
yet critical dimension of Chinese governance

Regulating Officials in Authoritarian
Regimes

Principal-agent Problem in Authoritarian Regimes

Authoritarian regimes depend heavily on the competence
and loyalty of subordinate officials to implement policy,
distribute resources, and maintain social control. These
officials form the backbone of the regime’s administrative
and coercive apparatus. When subordinates are inept or
disloyal, policy failure, unrest, and even regime collapse
can result (Egorov and Sonin 2011; Landry 2008; Reuter
and Robertson 2012). Accordingly, authoritarian leaders
face a central governance challenge: how to effectively
monitor and regulate their agents to ensure both capability
and commitment.

Unlike democratic regimes, in which electoral account-
ability and a free press help expose and discipline under-
performing officials (Fearon 1999; Ferejohn 1986),
authoritarian systems often lack reliable channels for
gathering independent information. Democratic leaders
can monitor legislative voting records to identify defec-
tions (Cox and Rosenbluth 1996; Golden and Chang
2001), and media scrutiny provides additional oversight.
In contrast, authoritarian leaders must typically rely on
other insiders to assess a subordinate’s performance and
loyalty. This creates opportunities for collusion and infor-
mation distortion: Officials may shield each other from
scrutiny as long as their collective underperformance does
not trigger immediate regime-threatening crises (Igbal and
Zorn 2006; Wintrobe 2000). Even in times of serious
instability, central leaders may be too weakened or too
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dependent on their subordinates to impose meaningful
sanctions.

To address these regulatory challenges, authoritarian
regimes often use three main strategies. First, leaders
often leverage personal connections—shared hometowns,
educational backgrounds, family ties, or long-standing
patron-client relationships—to strengthen loyalty and
enforce compliance (De Mesquita et al. 2005; Shih,
Adolph, and Liu 2012). These informal bonds encour-
age subordinates to align their fates with that of their
patron, fostering mutual dependence. Yet such relation-
ships are inherently unstable: when the political winds
shift or personal incentives change, subordinates may
defect or betray their superiors (Boix and Svolik 2013;
Svolik 2009).

Second, some regimes selectively adopt democratic insti-
tutions, including local elections and quasi-independent
media, as tools for monitoring officials (Gandhi and Lust-
Okar 2009; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Reuter and
Robertson 2012). Poor electoral performance or negative
press coverage can signal incompetence or public discon-
tent, prompting leaders to discipline local cadres. How-
ever, the effectiveness of these mechanisms depends on the
extent of their openness. As electoral and media institu-
tions become more democratic, they may also empower
opposition movements and civil society, posing long-term
risks to authoritarian stability (Miller 2015; Wright and
Escriba-Folch 2012).

Finally, many authoritarian regimes attempt to quantify
their subordinates’ performance, often by focusing on eco-
nomic outcomes (Landry, Lii, and Duan 2018; Li and
Zhou 2005). Officials who excel at stimulating economic
development are rewarded with promotions, whereas
those who fail to meet targets risk dismissal. Yet this
approach has notable limitations. Reliance on quantitative
metrics can incentivize data manipulation, thereby under-
mining the accuracy of performance assessments (Wallace
2016). Moreover, not all dimensions of an official’s work
can be meaningfully captured by numerical indicators,
restricting the efficacy of such methods in comprehen-
sively measuring a subordinate’s abilities.

Trace Management in China

In addition to the three official management methods just
discussed, the Chinese government has increasingly
adopted trace management (in Chinese, Henji Guanli)
as a way of regulating officials. This system involves
documenting, preserving, and analyzing the “traces” or
records generated by officials during their work processes.
These traces may include written documents, electronic
records, photographs, videos, and other forms of evidence
that capture the progress and outcomes of officials’ tasks.
Instead of relying solely on a final work report, govern-
ment projects are evaluated through a continuous chain of

procedural records that document how the project
unfolded and which officials participated at each stage.

For example, when Chinese officials convene a meet-
ing to discuss economic policy, trace management
requires them to record who attended, where the meeting
was held, what topics were discussed, photographic evi-
dence (showing all participants), and the final decisions
made. These records then serve as key materials for
monthly or yearly performance evaluations of officials
and the final evaluation of the project that the meeting
discussed. If the meeting is not classified, the records are
aggregated into a news report and published. This prac-
tice is widespread across Chinese bureaucracies and has
become a routine part of daily administrative operations.
Figure 1 presents a screenshot of a trace-management
record documenting an ideological study session of a
Communist Party branch.

However, the scope and intensity of trace management
have sparked concerns regarding excessive recordkeeping.’
Even Chinese President Xi Jinping has acknowledged that
although trace management can be useful, it may also be
excessively time-consuming and burdensome.”? He has
urged local governments to avoid an over-reliance on trace
management for performance evaluations and instead
simplify bureaucratic processes to allow grassroots officials
to focus on substantive governance challenges.

Despite these criticisms, trace management has become
an indispensable tool in the Chinese bureaucratic system.
Its purpose is not to assess whether projects were com-
pleted efficiently or produced high-quality outcomes but
to generate verifiable records that document whether
officials followed required procedures, complied with
rules, and fulfilled assigned responsibilities. By transform-
ing administrative processes into traceable records, it
makes responsibility attributable, divisible, and visible.

First, trace management produces an auditable archive of
both successful and failed initiatives. These records enable
policy makers to identify who approved, implemented, or
neglected specific tasks; embed risk control into routine
governance; and incentivize procedural diligence even when
it does not improve substantive outcomes.

Second, trace management enables performance evalu-
ation in domains in which results emerge slowly or are
difficult to quantify, such as long-term infrastructure
development or public diplomacy. By breaking long-term
projects into a sequence of procedural records, it provides
evidence of effort and compliance during each phase,
allowing leaders to monitor performance before outcomes
are observable.

Third, and most importantly, trace management serves
as a credibility check on official reports. Although infor-
mation about officials’ diligence and responsibility can be
summarized in project reports or annual evaluations, these
documents are vulnerable to manipulation.” By linking
summary reports to a series of traceable records
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Figure 1
Screenshot of a Trace-Management Record
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documenting each activity or task, trace management
enables a more accurate assessment of an official’s overall
performance. This additional layer of oversight strengthens
bureaucratic accountability and supports more informed
decision making. Trace records thus function as a credibility
mechanism that supplements official reports and mitigates
information manipulation, providing a more reliable basis
for oversight and evaluation.

Propaganda as Trace Management

As discussed, trace management in China involves compil-
ing and preserving records of bureaucratic activity. A sig-
nificant portion of these records take the form of media
reports published by government departments and state-
affiliated outlets, which result in propaganda as trace man-
agement. A better understanding of this practice can deepen
our understanding of propaganda in authoritarian regimes.

4 Perspectives on Politics

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.
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Propaganda. Propaganda is a widely used tool for sustain-
ing authoritarian rule. Studies have shown that propa-
ganda can effectively bolster regime support (Filho and
Castro Lima 2016; Stockmann and Gallagher 2011),
promote policy compliance (Adena et al. 2015; Bleck
and Michelitch 2017; Pan, Shao, and Xu 2020; Williamson
and Malik 2021), and discourage antigovernment mobili-
zation (Carter and Carter 2021; Yanagizawa-Drott 2014).
Even in countries where skepticism of state media is high,
such as Russia, audiences may still absorb its narratives
(Szostek 2018).

Yet, propaganda is not always effective in shaping
beliefs. Research suggests that it can erode trust in gov-
ernment (Bush et al. 2016; Chen and Shi 2001; Huang
2018; Mickiewicz 2008; Tong 2005) and is often ignored
or dismissed (Havel 2009). The rise of digital media has
further exacerbated this trend, granting individuals greater
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Figure 2

Lack of Engagement with Authoritarian Propaganda
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autonomy in selecting their information sources
(Chadwick 2017; Dunaway and Graber 2022; Fletcher
and Nielsen 2017; Webster and Ksiazek 2012). For
instance, although the Chinese government requires local
administrations to produce social media propaganda, these
posts routinely fail to attract public attention. Figure 2
illustrates this pattern using data from more than three
years of WeChat posts by city-level propaganda accounts.
Despite the large populations of these cities, most posts
receive only a few hundred views and minimal likes.

Scholars have proposed various explanations for the
functionality of low-engagement propaganda. Huang
(2015) argues that its mere presence signals the strength
of the authoritarian government and its perceived broad
support, thereby increasing compliance and reducing pro-
test activity, regardless of whether the public actively
consumes or believes the content (Carter and Carter
2021; Huang and Cruz 2021; Pearce and Kendzior
2012). Huang refers to this type of messaging as “hard
propaganda.” From this perspective, the ability of hard
propaganda to engage or persuade the public is secondary;
what matters is that it visibly reinforces state authority and
deters dissent.

Another perspective views low-engagement propaganda
as a strategy of image building within authoritarian sys-
tems, in which lower-level officials use media not primarily
to persuade citizens but to signal loyalty and competence
to their superiors. Bureaucratic image building is common
in authoritarian states where officials showcase their
achievements and loyalty to their superiors (Cai 2004;
Yan and Yang 2025). Propaganda can also be a tool for
image building. Chung-Hon Shih (2008) argues that syco-
phantic officials who produce excessively flattering or
“nauseating” propaganda incur social costs that credibly
demonstrate loyalty to political patrons, and Zeng (2023)
shows that local leaders who emphasize their administrative
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competence through mass media bear sunk and audience
costs that enhance the credibility of their performance
signals. Extending this logic, Pan (2019) finds that county
executives strategically use government websites to embed
self-promotional content that aligns with political promo-
tion cycles. Such propaganda may appear monotonous or
unappealing to ordinary citizens because it is not intended
to engage the public but rather to impress supervisory
audiences within the bureaucratic hierarchy.

Trace-management Propaganda. Although prior studies
identify different target audiences and mechanisms of
influence, they nevertheless regard low-engagement pro-
paganda primarily as an expressive tool that still requires its
intended viewers to notice and respond to it. In contrast,
this research suggests that low-engagement propaganda can
also be TM records of officials’ work that are used specif-
ically as verification of that work. Whether propaganda
attracts substantial atcention at the time of publication is not
necessary for its TM function; what matters is that it is
transparent, public, resistant to manipulation, and easily
retrievable when officials’ work needs further verification.
Propaganda thus operates as a record or trace, in addition to
shaping belief, signaling state authority, and serving image-
building functions.

Importantly, TM propaganda is not designed to be
continuously monitored, even during routine evaluations.
Instead, it is retrieved selectively and contingently when
verification is required. Such moments include promotion
reviews, project audits, interdepartmental disputes, or
challenges raised by rival officials. In these contexts, pub-
licly available media reports function as external evidence
that can be cross-checked against internal documentation
and performance claims. Their value lies less in real-time
consumption than in their durability, public accessibility,
and resistance to ex post manipulation.
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TM propaganda records the activities of various gov-
ernment branches and officials, including conferences,
official visits, and routine bureaucratic work. Like other
official media outputs, TM propaganda often exhibits an
outdated and formulaic style, which can appear awkward
or off-putting to the public. This style is commonly called
“formulaic style” (Guanfang Baguwen), and it persists
because propaganda departments have little incentive to
adapt content for audience engagement. The value of these
documents lies in their role as verifiable records for internal
evaluations and interdepartmental comparisons. Officials
prioritize ensuring that their contributions are accurately
recorded over adapting them to evolving public tastes.
Therefore, propaganda departments tend to follow the
existing format and style and expend no extra effort to
adapt to significant societal changes, evolving media land-
scapes, or shifting audience preferences.

TM propaganda is closely aligned with what Altheide
and Johnson (1980) describe as bureaucratic propaganda.
They argue that modern organizations, especially bureau-
cracies, often produce communication not primarily to
inform or persuade the public but to legitimize their own
operations, demonstrate activity, and sustain institutional
authority. TM propaganda extends this logic by adding
the function of regulation: instead of merely symbolizing
that the bureaucracy is functioning, TM propaganda is
also designed to regulate the functioning of the bureau-
cracy. It transforms symbolic communication into admin-
istrative evidence, allowing propaganda to function not
only as an expressive act but also as a practical tool for
evaluation, accountability, and supervision. In this way,
TM propaganda shows that propaganda may not only
reflect bureaucratic order but also actively constitute and
sustain it through the continual production of verifiable
records.

Trace-management Propaganda, Hard Propaganda, and
Image Building. It is important to clarify how TM propa-
ganda relates to the two main types of low-engagement
propaganda discussed earlier: hard propaganda and image-
building propaganda. These three functions are analyti-
cally distinct, but they are not mutually exclusive. A single
piece of propaganda may simultancously serve as a bureau-
cratic trace, a signal of state power, and a vehicle through
which officials present loyalty or competence to their
superiors.

TM propaganda first differs from hard propaganda in its
primary audience and mechanism. Hard propaganda faces
outward: it primarily targets citizens by signaling the
regime’s strength, presence, and capacity. Its purpose is
not necessarily to persuade citizens in a deep sense but to
remind them of the visibility and authority of the state.
TM propaganda, by contrast, derives its central bureau-
cratic value from creating a transparent, public, and
durable record that can later be retrieved to verify officials’

work. Even when citizen attention is limited, such propa-
ganda can still retain substantial value as an administrative
trace. Importantly, however, this TM function does not
preclude a hard propaganda effect. Although TM propa-
ganda may not attract active public engagement, citizens
may still encounter it repeatedly while consuming
government-published information, such as public service
announcements or other official notices. In such contexts,
TM propaganda can also function as government signaling
by reinforcing the visibility, activity, and authority of the
state.

TM propaganda also differs from image-building pro-
paganda, although the two are similar in that both treat
low-engagement media as inward-facing bureaucratic
tools. However, the two functions operate through differ-
ent mechanisms. Image-building propaganda assumes a
communicative process in which superiors must see, inter-
pret, and reward media performances. Its effectiveness
therefore depends on whether promotional content
reaches and persuades upper-level evaluators. TM propa-
ganda, by contrast, primarily functions as an archival
system. Even when a report is not closely read at the time
of publication, it can still be valuable later because it
documents who participated in an activity, what was done,
and how responsibilities were allocated.

This distinction helps resolve a long-standing puzzle
in the literature on the effectiveness of image-building
propaganda. Even when promotional reports reach higher-
level officials, whether through routine monitoring, inter-
nal circulation, or deliberate forwarding, existing research
finds little evidence that such media-based visibility mate-
rially influences promotion outcomes. Career trajectories
in China depend far more on performance indicators,
factional ties, and cadre evaluations than on media pres-
ence. If image-building propaganda rarely improves pro-
motion prospects, its persistent production remains
difficult to explain within a purely communicative frame-
work. The TM perspective provides an additional expla-
nation: even if self-promotional media content does not
significantly affect promotion outcomes, it still fulfills a
bureaucratic function as a verifiable record of activity.
Publicity efforts are therefore not wasted even when their
communicative effects are limited, because they also gen-
erate traces that can later be mobilized in evaluations,
audits, and disputes.

At the same time, these distinctions should not be
mistaken for categorical separations. A single propaganda
item may simultaneously perform multiple functions. For
instance, a city-level newspaper article highlighting a
mayor’s diligence might function as hard propaganda by
signaling the vitality and authority of local government, or
as TM propaganda by documenting the official’s concrete
activities; or, if reprinted or cited by higher-level outlets, as
image-building propaganda by increasing that official’s
visibility to superiors.
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This multifunctionality explains why TM records take
the form of traditional propaganda articles, rather than
internal bureaucratic reports. The propaganda format
enables a single document to retain bureaucratic utility
while preserving its potential symbolic and persuasive
functions. Publishing information as state media reports
is therefore more versatile than relying solely on internal
documentation.

Although individual pieces of low-engagement propa-
ganda may simultaneously embody multiple functions,
their dominant role often varies by media level and
audience reach. In national or provincial outlets, low-
engagement propaganda more commonly operates as sig-
naling or image building, because these outlets are more
visible to both higher officials and the public, making
them effective platforms for projecting regime strength
and individual competence. In addition, given the limited
space in higher-level outlets and the large volume of sub-
missions from lower-level officials, publication in national
media is more difficult to secure. As a result, higher-level
outlets are less suitable for routine trace management,
especially when the primary goal is simply to create a
verifiable record of official activity. In contrast, local-level
propaganda, particularly that produced by city-, county-,
or departmental-level media platforms, is more likely to
perform a TM function. In the following sections, I
further explain how and why state media reports are used
for trace management and how the existence of TM
propaganda can be empirically identified using local state
media data.

How and Why Propaganda for Trace
Management Works

Using State Media Reports for Trace Management

When state media reports are used to record or trace
bureaucratic work, they function as propaganda for trace
management. Bureaucrats are not expected to publicize
every trivial or routine task, but any unclassified activity
connected to a project, policy initiative, achievement, or
other work relevant to performance evaluation must be
reported publicly. Failing to document such work would
make an official appear less productive or less diligent,
because public reporting serves both as a transparency
requirement emphasized by the central government and
as a standard way of demonstrating workload. Field obser-
vations offer direct insight into the production process and
the bureaucratic functions of such reports.

In late 2024, I participated in organizing a major
political conference in City B that was co-hosted by
multiple government departments and research institu-
tions. This experience offered me firsthand exposure to
how official news reports are generated for political events.
Immediately following the conference, the primary orga-
nizer prepared a general media report, detailing key

information such as the date, location, attendees, and
activities. A central concern in drafting this template
report was deciding which names and institutional affili-
ations to include and the order in which they should
appear, as well as ensuring that no details breached polit-
ical taboos.

After this master draft was prepared, each participating
agency customized its own version of the report. These
adaptations emphasized each department’s individual role
while omitting references to others. Although factual
accuracy was emphasized, nearly all reports conformed
to the rigid and formulaic style. Editors frequently con-
sulted their department leaders, tailoring content to reflect
the leaders’ preferences: some preferred low-profile report-
ing, whereas others sought greater visibility. These cus-
tomized reports were then published on departmental
social media accounts and sometimes submitted to local
or higher-level media platforms for broader dissemination.
In many cases, the reports were also compiled into internal
summaries for review by higher-level officials.

Interviews with government editors reinforce the
bureaucratic function of these media reports. When asked
whether they expected public interest or engagement, all
interviewees responded negatively. They expressed no
concern about readership metrics and emphasized that
producing such reports was a mandatory administrative
task. The goal was not primarily public persuasion but
rather accurate documentation for internal accountability.

These observations highlight that while these media
reports are disseminated through government social media
and state-run news channels, their primary function is
bureaucratic recordkeeping. Although they may inciden-
tally contribute to the government’s image, their main
purpose is to document events accurately and allocate credit
or responsibility among different government entities. This
aligns with previous interviews with Chinese official media
editors, who prioritize factual accuracy and political cor-
rectness over audience engagement (Wang 2024). As a
result, much of what is labeled as propaganda does not
primarily aim to shape public opinion but also functions as
a bureaucratic trace of administrative activity. This explains
why these reports often appear unengaging or even awk-
ward: they are designed to document, not to persuade.

Where these reports are published depends largely on
the importance of the activity. Routine events are typically
recorded only on departmental websites; however, major
projects must be documented in higher-level media, such
as provincial and national state media, to reinforce the
credibility of the activity and document the workload
involved. Although Chinese authorities exercise strong
control over state media and officials can readily secure
publication in outlets under their direct authority, such as
departmental social media accounts, publication in higher-
level and more authoritative outlets is neither automatic nor
guaranteed. Officials often need to negotiate with editors to
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obtain publication space; in many cases, they rely on
personal connections or financial resources to ensure that
their activities are recorded on these more authoritative
platforms. These constraints make lower-level media outlets
the primary sites of routine TM propaganda. Departmental,
county-level, and city-level media are therefore more likely
to carry TM propaganda, whereas publication in provincial
or national outlets is generally reserved for more important
activities and often serves additional signaling or image-
building functions.

Appendix A provides three examples of news reports
published by state media outlets regarding a major political
conference held in Beijing. These examples further illus-
trate the function of these reports and how a general media
report is modified to record the work of each department.
It is important to note that even though these reports are
crafted to highlight the contributions of the authoring
department and are shaped by the preferences of depart-
ment leaders, their content is not fabricated. Any fabrica-
ton in such media reports could lead to serious
consequences, as I discuss in the following sections.

The Rationale for Using State Media in Trace
Management

Using state media for trace management provides distinct
advantages compared to the internal storage of bureau-
cratic records. The public nature of these TM records
makes both the records themselves and related internal
reports more credible, strengthening trace management’s
role as a regulatory tool.

First, publication reduces the risk of TM fabrication by
subjecting officials’ claims to external scrutiny. Once a
report is published, it is visible not only to the leaders
responsible for evaluating subordinates but also to rival
officials, who often have a vested interest in exposing
falsified achievements to damage their competitors’ repu-
tations. This culture of scrutiny is further reinforced by the
public notice period that accompanies most government
promotions in China. During this period, the names of
officials slated for promotion are publicly announced,
and others are encouraged to report any misconduct or
falsification linked to the promoted individual. In such
cases, fabricated TM reports serve as prime evidence for
accusations, potentially derailing an official’s career
advancement. Even though TM propaganda is selective
and self-promotional, its claims must remain accurate,
because false or unverifiable statements increase the risk
of external challenge and bureaucratic sanction. As a resul,
officials exercise extreme caution in ensuring the accuracy of
the information they submit, which explains the strong
emphasis on precision in publicly released records.

In addition, publishing records on state media plat-
forms discourages officials from fabricating their work in
later internal reports, such as annual project summaries or

cadre evaluations. Like other news reports, TM propa-
ganda will be stored across multiple platforms and accessed
by various individuals; therefore, modifying it would
require retrieving and altering every existing copy, a
process that is both resource-intensive and virtually impos-
sible to execute without detection. Because later internal
reports must remain consistent with these public records,
officials face constraints on fabricating their contributions
ex post. Thus, even if higher-level leaders do not regularly
monitor media reports, the existence of durable public
traces enhances the credibility of internal evaluations.
Fieldwork illustrates how this process operates in prac-
tice. In a recent case at the research institution with which
I was affiliated, our team published a media report for a
collaborative project with a district government in City
S. A leader from another district subsequently accused the
report of “over-exaggeration,” prompting the city govern-
ment to launch an internal investigation comparing the
published claims with actual project activities and internal
documentation. Such challenges are common in collabora-
tive projects with Chinese governments, and they make
both officials and partners extremely cautious about the
accuracy of publicly released reports. This case demon-
strates how TM propaganda functions as verifiable docu-
mentation: even if higher-level leaders never read the report,
its public availability allows others to scrutinize it, and any
inconsistency can trigger bureaucratic consequences.

Consequences of Using State Media for Trace
Management

The use of state media for trace management results in the
prevalence of TM propaganda. Many state media reports
are produced primarily to document and verify the work of
government officials, even though they may also serve
persuasive, signaling, or image-building functions. This
administrative focus shifts attention toward accuracy and
accountability, resulting in content that often remains
stylistically rigid and formulaic.

To empirically test whether state media is used for trace
management, I examined patterns in local state media
propaganda. I focused on local state media because the
empirical implications of TM propaganda should be most
pronounced at this level. As argued earlier, TM propa-
ganda is more prevalent and more readily observable in
lower-level outlets, where publication is easier to secure
and routine bureaucratic activities are more regularly
documented. Specifically, I propose two hypotheses.

First, if local state media reports are used for trace
management, then we should expect a surge in TM
propaganda in the months leading up to evaluations.
Ofhcials facing performance reviews have strong incen-
tives to ensure their work is properly documented through
visible, verifiable media reports. In China, these assess-
ments typically take place at the end of the calendar year.
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Thus, if my argument holds, the volume of TM propa-
ganda should increase during this period.

Annual Evaluation Hypothesis: There will be an observ-
able increase in TM propaganda activities at the end of each
year, coinciding with the period of annual evaluations.

Second, as previously noted, trace management offers
an alternative means of regulating officials, and using
media outlets for this purpose bolsters its credibility.
Leaders who lack other methods of overseeing subordi-
nates’ work are thus more likely to require that trace
management be documented via local state media. In
turn, local state media editors will devote more space to
recording these traces of officials’ work. Likewise, sub-
ordinates who lack other ways of demonstrating loyalty
and competence are more inclined to use media coverage
to reinforce the credibility of their TM reports. They may
invest additional resources into both posting their work
records on departmental social media accounts and per-
suading local state media outlets to publish them. Conse-
quently, TM propaganda should be more prevalent in
settings where leaders do not have personal connections

with local officials.
Personal Connection Hypothesis: 7M propaganda

should be more common in contexts where leaders do not
have personal connections with local officials.

Research Design

Data

To test the argument that state media is used for trace
management, I constructed a novel dataset comprising all
posts published from January 2016 to December 2019 by
the official WeChat accounts of Chinese prefecture-level
city governments (Yu 2026). By the end 0£ 2019, 230 such
governments, representing 78% of all prefecture-level
cities, had launched WeChat propaganda accounts.
These accounts typically bear the name of the city followed
by the word fabu, meaning “release.”

The dataset begins in January 2016, shortly after most
accounts were created, and ends in December 2019 to
avoid confounding effects from the COVID-19 outbreak.
In total, it contains approximately 1.4 million posts,
including metadata such as readership and “like” counts.”
WeChart is China’s largest social media platform, combin-
ing features similar to those of Facebook with services like
food ordering and udlity bill payments. Its official
accounts function much like Facebook pages, enabling
certified users to publicly post text, videos, and images.
Each post includes a cover image and a title that users must
click to view the full content.

Chinese city-level governments started creating official
government accounts in 2013 for various purposes, such as
providing government services or broadcasting propaganda.

In recent years, the Chinese central government has issued
several documents emphasizing the importance of influenc-
ing public opinion through WeChat and requiring local
governments to create their own WeChat accounts.® There
are three ways for a post of an official account to reach
WeChat users: automatic push to subscribers, sharing on
private feeds, and sharing through chats or chat rooms
(group chats).

These WeChat propaganda accounts are supervised by
local official media outlets or the publicity departments of
local governments. Their content largely mirrors material
published in traditional state media, although titles are often
modified to make them more appealing to social media users
(Luand Pan 2021). The content primarily comes from three
main channels: other state media (especially local official
newspapers),” directives from local leaders, and submissions
from local government officials.® Managers of these propa-
ganda accounts may edit the collected content, but they
seldom produce original reports themselves. Although con-
tent directives from local leaders always have high priority,
material submitted by other officials might not.

Propaganda accounts on WeChat operate under a strict
structural constraint: They can publish only a limited
number of posts per day, typically around 10, and they
are partially evaluated on audience engagement.” Editors
therefore must balance two competing pressures (Lu and
Pan 2021). On one hand, because engagement metrics
matter, they are incentivized to allocate this scarce posting
space to high-engagement nonpolitical content such as
local social news and public-service announcements. On
the other hand, as official propaganda outlets, they are
required to publish a baseline amount of political content,
even though such posts draw minimal public interest. This
structural tension implies that low-engagement political
reports, including TM content, will be published only to
satisfy mandatory requirements or when editors receive
additional incentives to publish them.

This structural constraint makes WeChat official
accounts a particularly suitable setting for testing the
TM hypothesis. Critical evaluation periods often coincide
with heightened administrative activity, raising the con-
cern that increases in political reporting might simply
reflect more events taking place. However, because official
WeChat accounts cannot freely increase their daily out-
put, and editors must protect engagement performance,
they are unlikely to publish more political reports merely
because there is increased administrative activity. Publish-
ing additional political reports would reduce the space
available for popular content and would harm account
performance. Consequently, any increase in TM propa-
ganda, particularly during evaluation periods, is more
plausibly driven by bureaucratic incentives. Such incen-
tives may include explicit instructions from leaders or
heightened pressure from local officials who seck public
documentation of their work.
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Article | One Message, Multiple Functions

Evidence from appendix A supports this interpretation.
The third example in the appendix shows a TM article
published nearly one month after the event occurred, which
suggests that its timing was shaped by editorial negotiations
and the availability of posting space, rather than by the
timing or frequency of administrative activities.

This study focuses on social media rather than tradi-
tional media such as newspapers or television for two
reasons. First, although traditional outlets may provide
richer detail, many of their records are not digitized,
making large-scale analysis difficult. Second, as traditional
audiences decline, digital platforms, especially WeChat,
have become central to propaganda dissemination. If trace

Figure 3

management occurs on digital platforms with broader
reach, it likely also exists in less-visible traditional outlets.

To understand the thematic content of these posts, I
applied the BITERM topic model (BTM), a method
optimized for short text (Yan et al. 2013). After evaluating
models ranging from 5 to 200 topics, a 35-topic model was
selected as optimal. I manually labeled each topic by
reviewing the top 500 associated post titles and the most
frequent keywords (figure 4). Appendix C outlines the
topic modeling process, including model selection and
keyword analysis.

Figure 3 presents the distribution of the 35 topics, labeled
by researchers using BTM-generated keywords, along with
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Figure 4
Readership of Posts by Topic
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their corresponding proportions in the dataset. Several topics
are clearly identifiable as TM propaganda, including those
focused on the promotion of Communist Party ideology,

local leader visiting, and local government meeting.

Figure 4 presents the average readership across different
topic categories. The data show that topics related to TM
propaganda consistently receive lower levels of public
engagement than other types of posts. Notably, the
10 least-viewed topics are all related to TM propaganda.
This pattern aligns with the definition of TM propaganda
as having an outdated and exaggerated style, which often

renders it unappealing or off-putting to the public.

1000 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000

Average post view

Although the topics generated by the unsupervised
topic model offer a useful way to broadly categorize
government posts, the resulting classifications may not
align precisely with this study’s definition of TM propa-
ganda. To improve classification accuracy, I used a super-
vised approach in which two coders manually categorized
1,000 WeChat posts as either TM propaganda or other
content. Coders were instructed to classify a post as TM
propaganda if it emphasized government achievements,
ideological education, or political activities, such as meet-
ings, official visits, or routine bureaucratic work. Further-
more, government achievements were to be regarded as

11
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public-service information (useful information for the
public), instead of TM propaganda, if they (1) referred
to specific public goods, services, or administrative pro-
cedures and (2) provided concrete, actionable details, such
as dates, locations, or contact channels. I then used this
manually coded sample as a training set for fine-tuning a
BERT (Bidirectional Encoder Representations from
Transformers) model, which I applied to classify all pro-
paganda posts based on their headlines and content.
Appendix D provides further details on the manual coding
procedure, the generation of the training set, and the fine-
tuning process. The supervised classifier achieved an accu-
racy rate of 0.929.

In addition to media data, I compiled a dataset on the
personal attributes of city-level party secretaries, the highest-
ranking officials in each of the 230 prefecture-level cities
included in this study. This dataset includes information on
gender, age, education level, tenure duration, prior posi-
tions, and career trajectories. Additionally, I collected data
on the start date of each party secretary’s term and the
tenure of their superior, the provincial party secretary.
These variables allow me to measure the strength of political
connections between city-level leaders and their superiors.

Identification Strategies

To investigate whether local state media is used as a TM
record, I proposed two key hypotheses. The following
models are designed to empirically test these hypotheses.

Testing the Annual Evaluation Hypothesis. The first hypoth-
esis proposes that the volume of TM propaganda increases
at the end of each year, coinciding with annual perfor-
mance evaluations. To test this, I specified the following
model:

Model 1: TMCt :ﬂllaStht +ﬂ2C0untCt +,uc + Vi + €ct

Here, TM,; is the number of TM propaganda posts
published by city ¢ in month # The key explanatory
variable, lastQ 4, is a binary indicator set to 1 for months
within the final quarter of the year and 0 for all other
months. Count,, controls for the total number of WeChat
posts in that month. City fixed effects () and year fixed
effects (v;) account for unobserved heterogeneity across
time and locations. A significantly positive f; would
support the annual evaluation hypothesis.

Testing the Personal Connection Hypothesis. The second
hypothesis suggests that TM propaganda is more prevalent
in cities where leaders lack personal ties with their sub-
ordinates. I tested it through two models.

Model 2: City—Province Connection. This model eval-
uates whether propaganda activity increases when a city

party secretary is appointed by the current provincial party
secretary—an indicator of closer political ties.

Model 2: SM,,; = j3, CityProvince,, +Xpe:6 + Pyt
+€pct

The key explanatory variable, CityProvincey,, is a
binary indicator set to 1 if the city party secretary p in city
¢ and month # was appointed during the term of the
current provincial party secretary, and 0 otherwise. Pro-
vincial party secretaries have decisive authority over city-
level leadership appointments; therefore, a city secretary
selected under the incumbent provincial leader is generally
understood to have a closer political connection to that
provincial leader than a secretary whose appointment
predates the incumbent’s term (Jiang 2018; Lei 2023).
Consequently, the connected city party secretary enjoys
higher provincial trust and has less need to record com-
petence.

The dependent variable, SMy,;, measures the number
of propaganda posts mentioning the city party secretary p
in city ¢ and month # A key control variable, Old,c;, is a
binary indicator equal to 1 if the party secretary is 57 years
or older, reflecting the typical retirement threshold beyond
which further promotion is unlikely. I also control for the
length of the party secretary’s tenure, because longer time
in office may correspond to a greater number of activities
worthy of publicity. Additional controls include the party
secretary’s gender, age, and educational background, as
well as the total number of WeChat posts published in
each city-month. All control variables and their associated
coethicients are denoted by X,;6. To account for unob-
served heterogeneity at the individual and temporal levels,
I include city party secretary fixed effects (p,,) and year-
month fixed effects (v;).

Model 3: Local vs. External Appointed City Party
Secretary. This model assesses whether externally appointed
party secretaries—who lack local networks—rely more

heavily on TM propaganda.
Model 3: TM,; =, WithinCity , + X0+, + v +€c

TM,; is the count of TM propaganda posts in city ¢ and
month 7. WithinCity, is a binary indicator equal to 1 if
the current party secretary was promoted from within the
same city (i.e., former mayor). It has a value of 0 if the
secretary was appointed externally from another city or
from a higher-level government post (EAS). An internally
promoted secretary (IPS) typically possesses established
personal networks and long-standing relationships with
local officials, whereas EAS secretaries generally lack such
local embeddedness.

This distinction reflects a long-standing institutional
practice in China: External appointments are often used to
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disrupt entrenched local networks and to strengthen
upper-level control, a pattern that extends back to imperial
China (Watt 1972) and continues in the contemporary era
(Bulman and Jaros 2021). As a result, EAS face greater
information asymmetry and reduced informal oversight
capacity when they first enter office. Consequently, they
are expected to rely more heavily on formal, publicly
verifiable TM materials to monitor subordinates, leading
to a higher volume of TM propaganda.

In addition, both types of appointments go through the
same provincial-level vetting and approval process and
therefore require political connections and trust from
provincial leaders. This prevents differences in superiors’
trust between EAS and IPS secretaries from influencing
the propaganda behavior of city party secretaries and, in
turn, the pattern of TM propaganda.

Controls (X,;) mirror those in model 2, and city fixed
effects (1,) and year-month fixed effects (v;) are included
to control for unobserved heterogeneity.

Difference-in-Differences (DID) Analysis. To establish cau-
sality, I exploited variation in city party secretary transi-
tions and implemented a Difference-in-Differences (DID)
framework.

Iidentified 206 party secretary transitions across 175 cit-
ies, of which 162 transitions had at least six months of pre-
and post-transition data. I defined the treatment group as
transitions where the incoming secretary was appointed
externally and the control group as transitions where the
incoming secretary was promoted internally. The DID
model is specified as follows:

Model 4: TM,. = 6Treatment, + yPost; + B( Treatment,
ES POStt) +th0+ Ty + Vi + €t

TM; is the number of propaganda posts for transition z
at time % Post ¢ equals 1 for post-transition months.
Treatment, equals 1 if the transition was external. The
coeflicient f estimates the causal effect of an external
appointment on TM propaganda. Controls (X, control-
ling the same group of variables as model 2 and model 3),
transition fixed effects (z), and year-month fixed effects
(v¢) are included.

Some scholars may worry that leadership transitions in
one city could spill over to others, potentially violating the
Stable Unit Treatment Value Assumption (SUTVA).
However, such spillovers are highly unlikely in the Chi-
nese context. City-level party secretary appointments are
made by provincial authorities and are not intended to
signal policy shifts to other jurisdictions. Moreover, local
propaganda bureaus report exclusively to their own party
secretary, not to peer cities. Consequently, a transition in
one city has no plausible channel through which it would
influence propaganda behavior elsewhere.

Robusmess 1: Difference-in-Differences Event Study (DID-
ES). Although the initial DID analysis provides valuable
insights, it deviates from a conventional DID setup
because party secretary transitions occur at different time
points, resulting in multiple pretreatment and posttreat-
ment periods. To address this issue, I implement a
Difference-in-Differences Event Study (DID-ES), also
known as a two-way fixed-effects model, to further validate
the finding from model 4.

This approach offers several advantages. First, it allows
for a test of the parallel trends assumption, ensuring that
treatment and control groups exhibit similar trends before
the transition. Second, it enables an examination of treat-
ment effects over time, rather than estimating a single
posttreatment effect. Third, it uses the full dataset, incor-
porating cities that did not experience a leadership transi-
tion as additional control units.

The DID-ES model is specified as follows:

Model 5: TM,; = 72 ,, f:Di+ 32 BiD;i + X6+ 1,
v+ €

Di is a dummy equal to 1 if city ¢ is 7 months from a
secretary transition (or i months before if 7 is negative).
The omitted category is D_;, the month before the
transition. The coefficients f; trace the dynamic effect
of the treatment over time. If the coefficient is significant
before the treatment, it suggests a violation of the parallel
trends assumption, and significant coefficients after the
treatment reflect the dynamic effects of the treatment
over time. Controls and fixed effects follow those in
earlier models.

Robustmess 2: Heterogeneous Treatment Effécrs (HTE). Recent
scholarship cautions that conventional DID-ES models
may yield biased estimates when treatment effects vary
across units (Chiu et al. 2023; De Chaisemartin and
d’Haultfoeuille 2023; Sun and Abraham 2021). To
account for this, I adopt the HTE-robust method devel-
oped by Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024), also known as the Fect
estimator, as an additional robustness check. This model
accommodates treatment effect heterogeneity and con-

firms the reliability of the findings.

Robustess 3: Generalized Synthetic Control (GSC). Although
the DID and DID-ES analyses provide informative base-
line estimates, both approaches hinge on the assumption
that treated and control transitions would have followed
parallel outcome trajectories in the absence of treatment.
Given the heterogeneous political, economic, and institu-
tional environments across Chinese cities and the possi-
bility that these differences evolve over time, the parallel
trends assumption may be imperfectly satisfied. Moreover,
the staggered timing of party secretary transitions means
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Figure 5
The Distribution of TM Propaganda
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that units enter treatment under varying conditions,
raising additional concerns about conventional DID
estimators. To address these issues and further strengthen
causal identification, I employ the generalized synthetic
control (GSC) method (Xu 2017). GSC relaxes the
conventional parallel trends requirement by modeling
unobserved confounders as time-varying latent factors
and by constructing unit-specific counterfactual paths
based solely on pretreatment information. This interac-
tive fixed-effects framework yields a more flexible and
data-driven counterfactual, which is particularly well
suited to settings with staggered adoption and evolving
unobservables. Incorporating GSC as a complementary
robustness check ensures that the estimated effects of EAS
appointments are not artifacts of differential pretreatment
trends or latent city-level heterogeneity, thereby enhancing
the credibility of the causal findings.

Finally, as shown in figure 5, the dependent variable—
the number of TM propaganda posts—is approximately
normally distributed and does not exhibit overdispersion.
As such, Poisson regression is used across all models for
consistency and robustness.

Results

Table 1 presents the empirical findings of the study.
Column 1 reports the effect of the end of the year on
the volume of TM propaganda. The results indicate that,
during the final quarter of the year, each city’s official
WeChat propaganda account publishes an average of
approximately six additional TM propaganda posts each
month. This finding supports the annual evaluation
hypothesis, suggesting that these extra reports are indeed
produced to support officials’ annual evaluations.
Columns 2 and 3 test the personal connection hypoth-
esis, examining whether weaker political ties between

leaders and subordinates correspond to greater volumes
of TM propaganda. Model 2 focuses on the relationship
between city and provincial party secretaries, assessing
how shared tenure affects the frequency of posts featuring
city secretaries. Model 3 evaluates whether city party
secretaries appointed from outside the jurisdiction, who
presumably lack local networks, are associated with higher
overall levels of TM propaganda. In both cases, the
coeflicients on the key independent variables are negative
and statistically significant, confirming that TM propa-
ganda is more prevalent in contexts where leaders lack
strong personal ties with subordinates.

Specifically, model 2 finds that when a city party
secretary is not appointed by the current provincial party
secretary, the number of propaganda posts highlighting
that official’s activities increase by approximately 6% per
month. This pattern supports the view that such posts
serve a bureaucratic function, documenting achievements
for internal evaluation purposes. Additionally, the coeffi-
cient for the O/ variable is negative and significant,
indicating that party secretaries nearing retirement, who
are no longer eligible for promotion, are less likely to be
featured in TM propaganda.

Crucially, this pattern is more consistent with trace
documentation than with a purely elite-signaling interpre-
tation. Because higher-level officials are unlikely to con-
sume city-level social media content regularly, the increase
in propaganda activity is better explained by the need for
formal trace documentation, rather than elite audience
targeting.

Model 3 provides further support for this interpreta-
tion. Cities with externally appointed party secretaries
publish approximately 8% more TM propaganda posts
per month than those where the party secretary was
promoted internally. This suggests that TM propaganda
functions as a tool for both hierarchical oversight and
bureaucratic self-presentation. For top officials, these
reports help monitor subordinates; for lower-level cadres,
they bolster their credibility within the administrative
system.

I used a DID approach to investigate whether the
previous position of a new local leader causally affects
posting patterns of TM propaganda. The last columns of
table 1 summarize the results for model 4: Replacing a
local secretary with one from outside the jurisdiction
increases the number of TM propaganda posts by about
9%, compared to promoting a mayor to the secretary
position within the same city. The DID analysis illustrates
that the loss of personal connections between the secretary
and local officials results in an increase in trace manage-
ment through state media.

To validate these results and examine treatment dynam-
ics over time, I implemented a Difference-in-Differences
Event Study (DID-ES). Figure 6(a) plots the estimated
monthly effects from model 5. The pretreatment period
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Table 1
Main Regression Result

Dependent variable:

The number of TM propaganda posts

(Mentioning Secretary)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(1) (2) (3) 4)
lastQ 0.102***
(0.003)
CityProvince -0.061***
(0.017)
Old —0.133***
(0.022)

WithinCity —0.089***

(0.005)
Post x Treatment 0.089***

(0.008)
Control variables County, Xper X Xt
Time control Year Year Year Year-month
Group control City FE Secretary FE City FE Transition FE
Observations 10,084 9,569 9,569 6,772
Note.*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
Figure 6
DID Event-study Analysis
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(a) Basic Method

displays no systematic differences between treatment and
control groups, with only 4 of the 24 pre-transition
coeflicients reaching significance; this indicates the parallel
trends assumption is satisfied. In contrast, immediately
after the external appointment, the treatment effect
becomes positive and statistically significant in nearly
every month, peaking within the first year and gradually
declining thereafter. This suggests that as newly appointed
secretaries build relationships with subordinates over time,

their reliance on TM propaganda diminishes.

Time since the Treatment Began

(b) FEct Method

Figure 6(b) plots the results of the HTE-robust DID
event-history analysis. To further increase the confidence
in this effect, I do not limit the D7 to 24 months before and
after the transition. The results remain consistent with the
basic DID-ES findings, with an even clearer pattern:
before treatment, the effect fluctuates around zero,
whereas after treatment, a significant increase is observed
and persists. The effect gradually diminishes after one year
of the transition but remains significant. Notably, figure
6(b) reveals a dramatic increase in the effect of appointing a
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new secretary three years post-transition. This abnormal
increase is likely due to the small number of cases, because
the simulation may not have enough data to generate
stable results. It is also evident that the confidence intervals
widen significantly from 20 months after the transition.

In addition, I apply all four diagnostic tests for the DID
assumptions as introduced by the FEct method. The
results of the placebo test are presented in appendix e,
figure E1(a), and the outcomes of the “no-pretrend” test
are shown in figure 6(b). The findings indicate that the
model satisfies all four diagnostic checks, providing strong
evidence that the key assumptions underlying the DID
analysis hold.

Moreover, the FEct method does not support the use of
Poisson regression, and I acknowledge that results might
differ depending on the simulation method used. To
further validate my results, I apply the FEct method with
different simulation approaches and with the log-
transformed version of the dependent variable. As shown
in appendix E, figures E1(b) and E2, the results remain
substantively unchanged, although confidence intervals
widen slightly.

Finally, figures E3(a) and E3(b) in appendix e present
the results from the GSC method. Figure E3(a) shows the
estimates using the full sample from model 4, whereas
figure E3(b) restricts the analysis to treated units with at
least 12 months of pretreatment observations. Both figures
display a pattern consistent with the previous DID-based
analyses: The estimated effects fluctuate around zero prior

Table 2
Robustness Check Regression Result

to treatment, indicating good pretreatment fit, and rise
substantially after treatment. Although the post-treatment
confidence intervals are wider than those obtained from
the FEct and HTE methods, reflecting the greater uncer-
tainty inherent in counterfactual prediction under GSC,
the overall trajectory of the estimated effects is similar.
These additional analyses reinforce the robustness of the
main findings across alternative estimation strategies.

Robustness Tests

This section presents a series of robustness checks to
validate the results obtained from the initial models. These
additional analyses are crucial for confirming the reliability
of the findings and addressing potential concerns related to
external factors and alternative explanations.

One key concern is the potential influence of China’s
National Day in October, which could naturally lead to an
increase in TM propaganda because of the national cele-
brations. If this were the case, the observed rise in TM
propaganda posts during the last quarter of the year might
not be driven by annual evaluations but rather by state-
mandated propaganda surrounding National Day. To
account for this, I reestimate model 1, modifying the
explanatory variable /astQ so that it only marks the final
two months of the year as 1, rather than the entire last
quarter (model 1.1). The result, reported in column 1 of
table 2, shows that the increase in TM propaganda posts
remains  statistically significant even when excluding
October. This suggests that the observed effect is not

Dependent variable:

The number of bureaucratic propaganda posts

(excluding posts mentioning secretary)

Model 1.1 Model 1.2 Model 3.1 Model 4.1 Model 8.1 Model 8.2 Model 8.3
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
lastQ 0.070*** 0.102***
(0.003) (0.003)
WithinCity -0.068***
(0.006)
Post x treatment 0.084***
(0.008)
NationalTS -0.028***
(0.005)
ProvincialTS —0.044***
(0.005)
CityTS 0.013
(0.020)
Control variables  Count,, Count Xu Xzt Count,; Count,; Count,;
Time control Year Year Year Year-month Year Year Year
Group control City FE City FE City FE transition FE  City FE City FE City FE
Observations 10,121 10,121 8,843 6,151 10,121 10,121 468

Note.”p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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solely driven by National Day celebrations but persists
throughout the final months of the year, supporting my
argument that these reports are linked to annual evaluations.

Another possible explanation for the increase in TM
propaganda following the appointment of a new secretary
from another city or a higher-level government is that
these newly appointed leaders may seek greater media
coverage of themselves. This could serve two purposes:
first, as a way to introduce themselves to local officials, and
second, to highlight their activities to upper-level govern-
ments. If this were the case, the observed increase in TM
propaganda might be driven more by the secretary’s self-
promotion, rather than by local officials’ efforts to docu-
ment their work for evaluation.

To address this concern, I remove all posts that mention
the local party secretary and reestimate Models 1, 3, 4, and
5. The results are reported as model 1.2, model 3.1, and
model 4.1 on table 2, and figure 7 presents the results for
the reestimated model 5. Although the coeflicients for the
primary explanatory variables change in magnitude across
all models, their direction remains the same, and they
remain statistically significant. This suggests that although
externally appointed secretaries may indeed demand more
media coverage of themselves, this factor does not fully
explain the increase in the volume of TM propaganda.

Although I argue that activity reports are unlikely to
increase simply because officials conduct more activities,
some may still worry that higher workloads mechanically
generate more TM propaganda. To address this concern, I
use the Two Sessions (TS) as a proxy for fluctuations in
bureaucratic activity. The Two Sessions, the annual ple-
nary sessions of the People’s Congress and the Committee
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference,
are among the most politically salient events in China’s

Figure 7
Robustness Check of DID Event-Study Analysis

administrative calendar. They require extensive prepara-
tion, including briefings, departmental consultations,
warm-up meetings, and post-session summaries. Unlike
party congtesses or plenary sessions of party committees,
the Two Sessions take place every year at predictable times,
making them a reliable indicator of periods with unusually
high administrative activity. I therefore examine whether
TM propaganda increases around the national-, provin-
cial-, and city-level Two Sessions. If TM reporting were
driven by genuine rises in offline activity, we should
observe clear spikes during these periods. However, as
shown in the last three columns of table 2, no such
increases appear at any level.!?

This finding also helps rule out two additional alterna-
tive explanations. First, one might argue that governments
intensify propaganda during politically sensitive moments,
such as year-end or leadership transitions, to reinforce
social control. Yet the Two Sessions represent one of the
most politically charged periods of the year, during which
officials have strong incentives to ensure social stability.
However, TM propaganda does not increase even then.
This suggests that changes in TM propaganda are not
driven by general efforts to discipline the public.

Second, increases in TM propaganda might reflect
bureaucratic compliance with shifting propaganda quotas.
If quotas were systematically adjusted, they would plausi-
bly rise during major political meetings like the Two
Sessions. But again, I do not observe any increase in TM
posts during this period. In addition, if the TM propa-
ganda quotas increase during evaluation periods, this
would suggest that the propaganda is useful for evaluation
as evidence of compliance and workload. In this sense,
publication quotas are not an alternative to the TM logic
but rather a formalized institutional mechanism through
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which trace management is implemented. The existence of
reporting requirements therefore reinforces, rather than
contradicts, the argument that media outputs are used to
generate verifiable administrative records.

Together, these robustness checks examining the Two
Session period reinforce that increases in TM propaganda
are unlikely to be caused by activity inflation, social-
control demands, or quota adjustments. Instead, they
are best explained by heightened incentives to document
officials’ work for evaluation.

In addition, some may be concerned that the coding
scheme classifies posts about Communist Party ideology as
TM propaganda, even though such content resembles
standard hard propaganda. I include these posts because
most of them document how local governments imple-
ment ideological work, for example, organizing meetings
to study Xi Jinping Thought, thereby functioning not only
as ideological dissemination but also as records of bureau-
cratic activity. I also conducted an additional robustness
check to assess the influence of ideological content on the
results. Specifically, I expanded the codebook to include
a third rule that excludes all ideology-related posts from
the TM category. I then modified the training dataset
accordingly, retrained the BERT classifier, and reesti-
mated all four main models using this revised measure.
As shown in appendix G, the substantive results remain
consistent in direction and statistical significance, indi-
cating that the findings are not driven by the inclusion of
ideological posts.

Finally, the last potential concern is that systematic
differences may exist between cities with externally
appointed secretaries and those with secretaries promoted
from local mayoral positions. If such differences drive
higher volumes of TM propaganda in cities with externally
appointed secretaries, this would undermine my findings
by introducing selection bias. Moreover, systematic dif-
ferences between cities could also violate the parallel trends
assumption in the DID framework, further challenging
the causal interpretation of my results. To mitigate this
concern, all models include city-level fixed effects, which
control for city characteristics that might influence the
volume of TM propaganda.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study investigates how local government propaganda
in China can function as a tool for bureaucratic manage-
ment. | argue that a substantial portion of what is tradi-
tionally considered propaganda serves an additional
purpose: it acts as a formal record of officials’ work,
facilitating oversight and evaluation. Drawing on field-
work insights and an original dataset of more than 1.4
million WeChat posts from 230 cities, I show that the
volume of TM propaganda increases significantly during
the final quarter of the year—consistent with the annual
evaluation cycle. Moreover, in contexts where political

connections between leaders and subordinates are weak,
reliance on local state media for trace management
intensifies.

These findings contribute to the literature on authori-
tarian governance by highlighting an underexplored func-
tion of local propaganda: internal bureaucratic regulation.
In environments where institutionalized mechanisms for
oversight are limited or compromised, trace management
via state media offers an alternative way to verify and
monitor official behavior. Importantly, the analysis likely
underestimates the full extent of this phenomenon,
because the dataset primarily captures content from high-
profile propaganda accounts. Many TM reports circulate
through lower-level or internal media platforms that are
more difficult to access systematically. As the AGSDM
case in appendix A illustrates, even prominent depart-
ments face substantial barriers to publishing on major
platforms such as Beijing Fabu. This suggests that bureau-
cratic documentation through local state media is even
more widespread than the current analysis captures.

The findings also broaden our understanding of the role
of official news within authoritarian systems. Specifically, I
show that official news is not merely part of the state’s
information dissemination strategy but also serves as a
mechanism for bureaucratic control and the monitoring of
local officials. With the dramatic increase in the volume of
government news reports in the age of social media, it is
important for researchers to recognize that not all this
information primarily aims to influence public opinion.

Although TM propaganda enhances traceability and
accountability, its broader implications for governance
quality are more complex. On the one hand, publicly
verifiable traces can reduce information manipulation and
strengthen oversight. On the other hand, an excessive
emphasis on procedural documentation may exacerbate
China’s long-standing problem of “formalities for formal-
ities’ sake” (formalism; xingshi zhuyi). Officials frequently
devote substantial time to producing traces, rather than
addressing substantive policy challenges. Because evalua-
tions often prioritize whether procedures were followed
rather than whether outcomes improved, bureaucratic
effort may shift away from genuine problem solving.
The net governance effect of trace management is there-
fore far from clear. Although it can enhance accountability
in environments with weak monitoring capacity, it may
also distort administrative behavior by rewarding visible
compliance over substantive performance.

In recent years, the Chinese central government and Xi
Jinping himself have repeatedly criticized formalism and
issued directives aimed at reducing the burden of excessive
documentation.!! Yet despite these efforts, trace manage-
ment remains deeply entrenched in everyday bureaucratic
practice. This persistence may reflect a structural tension
within authoritarian governance. Although leaders may
thetorically oppose formalism, they also rely heavily on
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procedural records to supervise a vast bureaucracy charac-
terized by information asymmetries and limited indepen-
dent auditing capacity. In policy domains where outcomes
are hard to measure, slow to materialize, or prone to
manipulation, publicly accessible traces provide one of
the few verifiable sources of evidence about officials’ effort
and compliance. Thus, rhetorical opposition to formalism
coexists with practical dependence on trace management
as a governance tool.

These uncertainties highlight the need for further
research. Scholars should more systematically examine
how trace management affects policy implementation,
administrative responsiveness, and bureaucratic motiva-
tion. Despite being a pervasive and institutionalized
component of China’s governance architecture, trace
management has received remarkably lictle scholarly
actention. Understanding its broader consequences is
essential for evaluating both its regulatory value and its
unintended distortions within the Chinese bureaucratic
system.

Finally, TM propaganda is most prevalent at the local
level, where it is easier to publish. If researchers were able
to systematically collect content from lower-tier depart-
mental media outlets, which are often more internally
oriented, the patterns identified here would likely appear
even more pronounced. At the same time, national-level
media also publish substantial amounts of low-
engagement propaganda. Whether this content primar-
ily serves image building, regime signaling, or bureau-
cratic purposes remains an open question. Future
research should explore whether the bureaucratic func-
tion observed in local propaganda also extends to
higher-level outlets and, more broadly, how multifunc-
tional propaganda operates across the vertical hierarchy
of the Chinese state.
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Notes

1 Relevant discussions are common in Chinese media;
for instance: Jiaxu Jin, “Xi notes: ‘this situation must
be changed,” Xinhua News Agency, November
27, 2018, https://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/
xxjxs/2018-11/27/c_1123775714 (accessed February
6, 2025); Zhenghong Tan, “How to Understand
Trace Management,” People’s Liberation Army Daily,
May 13, 2019, hteps://www.qstheory.cn/llwx/2019-
05/13/c_1124485029.htm (accessed February
6,2025); Yin Zhong, “Seek Truth, Be Pragmatic, and
Ensure Solid Implementation,” People’s Daily,
December 25, 2023, https://paper.people.com.cn/
rmrb/html1/2023-12/25/naw.D110000renmrb_
20231225_2-01.htm (accessed February 6, 2025).

2 See the report on Xi’s speech from November
26, 2018: https://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/
xxjxs/2018-11/27/c_1123775714.htm (accessed
February 6, 2025).

3 Former Premier Li Keqiang famously remarked that
some Chinese economic data are “man-made” and
unreliable. See WikiLeaks: https://wikileaks.org/
plusd/cables/07BEIJING1760_a.html (accessed
February 6, 2025).

4 Although the central government encourages all local
governments to establish such accounts, a small
number had not done so or had not fully activated
them by 2019. Of the 230 cities included, 198 began
operating their accounts before 2016, and the rest
became active later.

5 Data collection was conducted using a custom
Python-based tool developed for this project.

6 See 2018 State Council, “Opinions on Promoting the
Healthy and Orderly Development of New Media in
Government Affairs.”

7 Local official newspapers in China typically are major
newspapers controlled by the Communist Party,
usually named “[City Name] Ribao” (meaning “[City
Name] Daily”).

8 Most, if not all, Chinese government departments
encourage their officials to submit materials for pub-
lication in state media. Appendix B provides several
official documents, with English translations, issued
by various departments of different Chinese city gov-
ernments that encourage or require staff to provide
materials for state media.

9 The total number of posts each account can post is
constrained by the platform.

10 Appendix F provides detailed description of the data
collection and model setting of this robustness check.

11 The most recent document about anti-formalities for
formalidies’ sake is Several Provisions on Rectifying
Formalism and Reducing the Burden on Grassroots
Levels. The document requires stopping the use of TM
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materials. See https://www.gov.cn/gongbao/2025/
issue_12226/202508/content_7036976.html
(accessed February 6, 2025)
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