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Abstract 

 

For decades, it has remained difficult for Chinese citizens to challenge government decisions 

through administrative litigation, as local governments control the crucial fiscal and personnel 

resources of the courts. In 2014, the Supreme People’s Court announced the decision to allow 

the newly integrated railway transport courts (RTCs) to accept and hear administrative cases. 

Unlike the local people’s courts (LPCs), the RTCs are under the direct administration of the 

provincial high courts. Drawing on a unique dataset of more than 238,000 first-instance 

judgment records between 2015 and 2019, we study whether the RTCs’ incorporation into the 

adjudication of administrative cases has improved Chinese citizens’ chances of winning their 

cases. Our multivariate regression analysis shows that only at the primary level are the RTCs 

more likely than the LPCs to side with citizens. Moreover, the primary RTCs’ pro-plaintiff 

effect becomes statistically insignificant when the cases concerned are filed against 

government agencies from higher administrative levels. We also find suggestive evidence 

indicating provincial governments’ implicit influence over the RTCs. Overall, China’s 

experiment of administrative courts has achieved partial success. The RTCs’ leverage to evade 

the capture by local government agencies may remain constrained given their embeddedness 

in the current Chinese political system.  
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The history of China has seen numerous central rulers grappling with the challenge of 
exercising effective authority over a vast territory. For centuries, the rulers employed complex 
delegation systems comprising myriad multilevel local agents.1 Still, it has often been difficult 
for them to stay informed and effectively monitor the actions of their local agents while 
imposing credible sanctions on those who are incompetent or abrogate their responsibilities. 
Since its introduction in 1989, administrative litigation has offered Chinese citizens a legal 
instrument to defend their rights against wrongful administrative actions.2 In this vein, it also 
serves as a “fire-alarm” mechanism that allows the Communist Party of China (CPC or “the 
Party” hereafter) to discipline local government officials through the citizenry.3  

In practice, however, administrative litigation has been characterized by various 
difficulties in “filing, hearing, and adjudicating.”4 As local governments have a crucial say in 
the personnel and budgetary matters of the local people’s courts (LPCs), those courts are 
subject to a variety of formal and extrajudicial influences from their respective municipal 
(prefecture-level municipalities) (地級市 dijishi) and county (縣 xian) governments.5 As a 
result, the LPCs, treated by local officials as their subordinates, are often unwilling to accept 
and hear administrative cases. Because the courts are likely to be incapable of providing them 
with a satisfactory remedy, many Chinese citizens hold a relatively low level of trust in the 
courts and have usually chosen to voice their discontent through petitions (信訪 xinfang) 
rather than litigation.6 

The Party Center’s most recent turnover in 2012 acted as a crucial watershed for 
administrative litigation in China. In 2013, the new Party leadership pledged to “deepen the 
reform” and “accelerate the construction of a just, efficient, and authoritative socialist judicial 
system.”7 The Party Center’s determination prompted several critical changes in the judicial 
system, including a shift in local governments’ personnel and financial control over local courts 
to the provincial level.8 Several judges and law scholars also launched extensive discussions, 
searching for possible means of tackling the difficulties associated with administrative 
litigation. Some focused on expanding the initiatives that had previously been experimented 
with by individual provincial courts, whereas others considered a separate court system for 
administrative cases. Inspired by the practice in a number of continental European countries, 
many envisioned placing the Chinese administrative court system under the direct control of 
the Supreme People’s Court (SPC).9  

During the 18th Central Committee’s Fourth Plenum in 2014, the Party Center, focusing 
on the theme of “strengthening the rule of law in China,” openly vowed to take concrete action 
to address the issues that had long plagued administrative litigation. Two important changes 
followed. First, in November 2014, the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress 
passed the amended Administrative Litigation Law (ALL), which incorporated several 
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previously adopted local initiatives, such as elevated jurisdiction (提級管轄 tiji guanxia) and 
off-site trials (異地審判 yidi shenpan).10 Second, the SPC decided to create administrative 
divisions in select railway transport courts (RTCs) across the country.11 First created in the 
early 1950s under the Ministry of Railways (鐵道部 tiedaobu), the RTCs were integrated into 
the general court system between 2010 and 2012. 12  As the newly integrated RTCs are 
administered by the provincial high courts, they present the SPC with a unique opportunity to 
extricate administrative litigation from unwarranted interventions by local governments. 

Despite their importance, the RTCs have received little attention in the literature. Most 
studies have focused on off-site trials and other reforms that similarly attempt to reduce the 
local capture of administrative litigation.13 None of them has paid attention to the RTCs and 
their impact on the adjudication of administrative cases. In this article, we seek to evaluate the 
reform that allows the RTCs to accept, hear, and adjudicate administrative cases based on an 
original dataset of more than 238,000 first-instance (一審 yishen) judgment records between 
2015 and 2019. Perhaps the largest to date, our dataset documents a variety of details on each 
administrative case, thus providing us with a unique opportunity to compare the judgments 
delivered by the LPCs and RTCs. It also allows us to uncover many of the nuances concerning 
the RTCs’ impact on administrative litigation in China. Our article joins recent studies that have 
also employed rigorous quantitative techniques to examine the patterns of China’s juridical 
practices and their implications. 

Controlling for various case- and location-related confounders, our multilevel regression 
analysis shows that the RTCs appear to exercise different effects at the intermediate (中級 
zhongji) and primary (基層 jiceng) levels. First, the RTCs seem more likely than the LPCs to 
render favorable judgments to citizens only at the primary level. However, their pro-plaintiff 
effect appears to be constrained by the presence of government agencies from higher 
administrative levels. Second, we find that defendants are less likely to be defeated in both 
intermediate and primary RTCs when the stakes of a loss for government agencies are high, as 
in cases involving intricate invested interests such as land use and demolition cases. We also 
find similar results for cases potentially jeopardizing political stability, such as those brought 
against local police departments. Finally, we find evidence suggesting that the RTCs may be 
subject to the implicit influence of provincial government agencies, as provincial defendants 
are significantly less likely to be defeated in both intermediate and primary RTCs, and the 
primary RTCs located in provincial capitals are also less likely to side with citizens. These last 
two findings may explain the varying effects exerted by the intermediate and primary RTCs. 

Broadly speaking, China’s experiment of administrative courts illustrates how a judicial 
reform that aims to strengthen the courts’ independence can aid political survival. Nonetheless, 
the reform propsoed to turn the RTCs into quasi-administrative courts appears to have 
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ultimately increased the influence of provincial government agencies. This article also speaks 
to the literature on decentralization and governance, as we demonstrate how a reform that seeks 
to curb administrative litigation captured by local government agencies can yield outcomes that 
vary by the level of court and administrative jurisdiction. 

The rest of our article proceeds as follows. In Section 1, we briefly review the history of 
the RTCs in China and their incorporation into the adjudication of administrative cases. In 
Section 2, we introduce the original dataset of administrative cases for this study. We then 
explain the key variables included in our multilevel regression analysis. After presenting the 
main findings, we conduct various robustness checks and additional subsample analysis. 
Several tests help us address the non-random assignment of administrative cases to the RTCs 
and LPCs. In Section 3, we provide several tentative explanations for our main findings. In line 
with studies of court embeddedness and judicial corruption in China, our findings suggest that 
the RTCs’ leverage to overcome the capture by local administrative forces remains constrained. 
Despite their built-in detachment from municipal and county governments, the RTCs may still 
have to yield to their corresponding provincial government agencies that oversee the operations 
of the provincial high courts.14 In Section 4, we conclude our study by reflecting on the RTCs’ 
contribution to overall administrative litigation reform and suggest possible avenues for future 
research.  

 
1. Railway Transport Courts in China 
Following the former Soviet Union’s court system, China first established RTCs in 1954, 
putting them under the command of the Ministry of Railways. While these RTCs existed for 
only three years, they were restored in the 1980s to hear cases pertaining to criminal offenses, 
business disputes, and other legal matters occurring within the railway transport system. Unlike 
the people’s courts, the RTCs were set up only at the subnational level.15 Between 2010 and 
2012, as part of the broad reform seeking to strengthen the Chinese judiciary, all 17 
intermediate and 58 primary RTCs were integrated into the general court system.  

The integrated RTCs stand apart from their LPC counterparts in several notable ways. For 
one thing, the SPC placed the RTCs under the administration of their respective provincial high 
courts rather than corresponding local governments.16 As a result, whereas the LPCs have long 
been facing formal or extrajudicial interference by their respective municipal and county 
governments, the RTCs have the potential to fulfill the ideals of administrative courts in China. 
In 2015, the SPC began to establish specialized divisions within select RTCs across the country 
to accept and hear administrative cases. In January of the same year, the intermediate RTCs in 
Beijing and Shanghai became the first to accept administrative cases.  

As of 2019, ten intermediate and 29 primary RTCs, which account for more than half of 
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the RTCs in China, undertake administrative cases (see Table 1).17 These RTCs are present in 
15 provinces and three municipalities under the direct administration of the central government 
(Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin).18  Nine provinces (Gansu, Guangdong, Guangxi, Henan, 
Hubei, Jiangxi, Shaanxi, Shanghai, and Yunnan) have both intermediate and primary RTCs that 
work as functional administrative courts. Regardless of court type, most administrative cases 
are accepted and heard by the primary courts. The intermediate RTCs and LPCs hold 
jurisdiction over a relatively small number of administrative cases in the first instance, most of 
which are filed against people’s governments (人民政府 remin zhengfu) at or above the county 
level. 

[*** Table 1 here ***] 
It should be noted that the RTCs do not necessarily hear every administrative case, with 

their exact jurisdiction varying by province.19 For example, the Beijing Fourth Intermediate 
People’s Court (the former Beijing Intermediate Railway Transport Court) has exclusive 
jurisdiction over cases involving all of the city’s district and county people’s governments. The 
Shanghai Third Intermediate People’s Court (the former Shanghai Intermediate Railway 
Transport Court), in contrast, has exclusive jurisdiction only over cases filed against the 
people’s government of Shanghai. The RTCs may also hold jurisdiction over a small number 
of non-administrative cases, such as those concerning food safety and environmental protection. 
For example, up to 2017, non-administrative cases accounted for about 25 percent of all cases 
accepted and heard by the Beijing Fourth Intermediate People’s Court. 20  In principle, 
depending on the specific arrangements between the SPC and the provinces, the RTCs hold 
jurisdiction over cases that are considered prone to local governments’ interference. 

With the Party Center’s explicit support, the reform that turned the RTCs into quasi-
administrative courts is perhaps the most ambitious change since the introduction of 
administrative litigation in 1989. However, it remains unclear whether the RTCs have indeed 
helped to reduce the capture of administrative litigation by local government agencies. In the 
next section, drawing on a uniquely large dataset of administrative cases, we will examine 
whether the RTCs are more likely than their LPC counterparts to provide citizens with a 
favorable judgment.  
 
2. RTCs and the Adjudication of Administrative Cases 
In this section, we first explain how we assembled a unique dataset of Chinese administrative 
cases for this study. Drawing from the dataset, we then define the key variables included in our 
multilevel regression analysis. Finally, we present the main findings with a detailed discussion 
of the robustness tests and additional subsample analysis.  
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Data 
In July 2020, through a special partnership with a technology company that works for the SPC, 
we acquired all publicly available court records of administrative cases after 2014.21 Our 
dataset is the most comprehensive to date. While many studies have employed web scraping 
and other computational techniques to collect records from China Judgments Online (CJO; 
https://wenshu.court.gov.cn/), we obtained the judgement records directly from the 
aforementioned company to avoid any unexpected loss of data during the scraping process. In 
addition, most studies retrieve judgment records manually and focus on specific provinces, 
whereas our dataset contains all publicly available administrative cases for the whole country.22 

We also worked with the same company and our assistants to systematically extract a 
variety of crucial information about each administrative case. First, we created a list of 
variables to be retrieved from the judgment records. In addition to information on the plaintiff 
and defendant, the list also include other related details as the court location, dates of filing and 
adjudication, primary cause(s) of the litigation, and the judgment provided by the court. The 
company then employed various automatic text annotation models based on our preliminary 
specifications. After several adjustments, we applied the model that we considered relatively 
satisfactory for all records in the dataset. Finally, we had our assistants scrutinize a random 
thousandth (i.e., 1/1,000) of our records to verify whether the final model carried the 
annotations expected. For the variables included in the study (see below), the percentage of 
correct annotations ranges between 90 and 99 percent (average = 97.9 percent). We have also 
conducted additional tests to show these errors occur at random.  

Our main objective is to evaluate whether the RTCs have been able to mitigate the capture 
of administrative litigation by local government agencies. Therefore, we have selected all first-
instance judgment records between 2015 and 2019.23 In our dataset, each observation is a 
unique record rendered by an LPC or RTC.24 We then restrict our attention to cases that took 
place in prefecture-level municipalities. Our final sample contained more than 238,000 records, 
which accounted for 45% of all the administrative judgments and 20% of all the administrative 
cases in the same period.25 As shown in Figure 1, with the exception of 2019, more than 40,000 
administrative cases were filed in China’s LPCs and RTCs during the study period, with nearly 
80 percent of them filed at the primary level. 

[*** Figure 1 here ***] 
 
Variables 
Our key explanatory variable is a binary indicator that equals 1 when a case’s first-instance 
judgment was delivered by an RTC. The RTCs, being under the direct command of their 
provincial superiors, are supposed to be “immune” from being captured by their respective 



 

8 

 

municipal and county governments. Figure 2 shows the increases in the number of RTCs 
undertaking administrative cases since 2015. Overall, 2016 and 2019 saw the largest number 
of RTCs becoming quasi-administrative courts, although most intermediate RTCs with 
administrative divisions were set up between 2015 and 2016 (six out of ten). As for the primary 
level, the year of 2019 witnessed the largest number of new RTCs with administrative divisions 
(13).  

[*** Figure 2 here ***] 
Notably, most administrative cases were still undertaken by the LPCs during the study 

period. As Figure 3 shows, the RTCs delivered only about ten per cent of the first-instance 
judgments. 

[*** Figure 3 here ***] 
The dependent variable of interest is another binary indicator that takes the value of 1 when 

the plaintiff won the case in the first instance.26 Between 2015 and 2019, plaintiffs won about 
41 and 32 percent of the administrative cases filed in the LPCs and RTCs, respectively. As 
Figure 4 shows, contrary to our expectation, it seems that plaintiffs are more likely to lose their 
case in the RTCs. A simple t-test reveals that the difference between the LPCs and RTCs (about 
nine percentage points) is statistically significant (p < 0.001). When we divide the courts by 
the level of jurisdiction, we find that the difference between the RTCs and LPCs in a plaintiff’s 
chance of winning administrative litigation is slightly larger at the intermediate level. The 
observed differences here warrant further multivariate regression analysis.27 

 [*** Figure 4 here ***] 
To recap, we have decided to focus on plaintiff victory in our analysis because in the 

Chinese context administrative litigation is fraught with the undue dominance or advantage of 
government agencies over the citizenry. Furthermore, our decision to focus on whether or not 
the plaintiff won the case aligns with existing studies, and it is important to highlight that most 
reforms are aimed at increasing citizens’ chances of winning in the courts.28 

Our analysis considers various case- and location-specific covariates that may confound 
the correlation between our key explanatory (i.e., whether a case was filed and adjudicated by 
an RTC) and outcome variables (i.e., whether citizens won the case). To put it differently, these 
covariates allow us to account for a variety of observable factors that can influence the Center 
and/or provinces’ decision to have the RTCs accept and hear administrative cases, as well as 
the courts’ judgments. Following other empirical studies, our the intuition is as follows: 
Holding as many relevant legal factors constant as possible, the observed significant 
differences (in terms of the first-instance judgments, for instance) among similar cases can be 
largely attributed to extra-legal factors.29 

To begin with, the regression model controls for each case’s administrative management 
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field (行政管理領域  xingzheng guanli lingyu) (e.g., urban planning) and the type of 
administration action (行政行為  xingzheng xingwei) that triggered the litigation (e.g., 
administrative penalties) in the first place. These two categorical variables allow us to account 
for the political and economic stakes of a case, which can affect both case allocation and the 
court’s judgment.30 Previous studies have suggested that a court is more likely to deliver a 
defeat for the plaintiff if the case has the potential to threaten political stability.31 We then 
include three binary variables that indicate whether the plaintiffs were a natural person (versus 
a legal person, such as a state-owned enterprise [SOE], private firm, or other social 
organizations), whether the plaintiffs were represented by a lawyer, and whether the plaintiffs 
were listed as a group of more than three individuals. Similarly, we included two binary 
variables to specify whether the defendant was represented by a lawyer and whether the case 
involved more than one government agency. The final model then included a binary variable 
indicating whether the case involved a third party (第三人 disanren). Although administrative 
litigations are filed against administrative decisions (e.g., permission for construction), cases 
can also involve other non-governmental actors. This variable is thus useful to illustrate how 
“complicated” a case can be. 

In the analysis, we also include a binary indicator that takes the value of 1 if a case filed in 
the intermediate courts was against a central or provincial government agency (0 otherwise). 
For the primary courts, we code cases involving a municipal or higher government agency as 
1 (0 otherwise). This variable allows us to examine whether court judgments differ when the 
defendant is from a higher-level administrative jurisdiction. One could suggest, for instance, 
that upper-level government agencies, compared with their lower-level counterparts, are more 
likely to be law-abiding and thus less likely to be defeated in administrative litigation. In Figure 
5, we can see that upper-level defendants account for only a small portion of the administrative 
cases in both intermediate LPCs and RTCs. In contrast, upper-level and same/lower-level 
defendants account for roughly the same portion for the primary RTCs. 

[*** Figure 5 here ***] 
In addition to these case-related covariates, we have also included four variables to indicate 

the overall socioeconomic development of a municipality: foreign direct investment, GDP per 
capita, population size, and real estate investment. 32  These additional controls may be 
associated with the resources available for the courts to accept and hear cases, although it could 
be contended that they are also associated with local governments’ bargaining power over local 
courts. Investment in the real estate sector may trigger more administrative cases involving 
land uses and demolition. All four variables are logged and lagged by one year. 
 
Model Specification 
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We have decided to employ multilevel modeling techniques that consider individual outcomes 
as a function of both individual- and group-level covariates. For our purpose, we will use these 
techniques to model a court’s first-instance judgment to an administrative case as a function of 
various case- and municipality-level control variables. Previous studies have offered several 
reasons for the use of multilevel models as an ideal alternative to classical regression models.33 
One of the most appealing motivations for this study is to address both observed and 
unobserved location-specific factors that may affect the courts’ decisions across different 
municipalities. Given that our dataset also contains administrative cases across different years, 
we define the dependent variable (i.e., whether the plaintiff won the case) as a function of the 
explanatory and control variables (i.e., case- and municipality-level covariates) while having 
the intercept vary by year and municipality. 

Win!"# = α"# + 𝛽(RTC)!"# + C!"#𝜅$ +M"#𝜅% + ε!"#, 
where α"# = γ& + γ$(Municipality)" + γ%(Year)# + µ"#. 

In the baseline model, Win!"# refers to the outcome variable – that is, whether the plaintiff 
won a case i in municipality j and year t. The terms C!"#𝜅$ and M"#𝜅% denote the control 
variables (case- and municipality-related, respectively) and the vectors of their corresponding 
coefficients. Our decision to consider Year and Municipality in our multilevel or mixed-effect 
model allows us to account for any other unobserved location- and year-specific factors that 
determine the allocation of administrative cases between the RTCs and LPCs, as well as the 
court’s judgment. Each province may use a different logic to assign administrative cases to the 
RTCs across different municipalities. There can also be significant unobserved changes during 
the period under study. 

The primary coefficient of our interest is 𝛽. As mentioned above, if the RTCs, with their 
built-in detachment from their local governments, have achieved the expected outcome by 
providing a favorable judgment to citizens in administrative cases, the estimated 𝛽 should be 
positive and statistically significant. A negative coefficient, in contrast, will suggest that the 
reform to turn the RTCs into quasi-administrative courts may have in fact exacerbated the 
established prevalence of local capture of administrative litigation. If the estimated 𝛽, finally, 
turns out to be statistically insignificant, it will show that the RTCs and LPCs are not 
(statistically) different from each other. The latter two scenarios will indicate that the reform 
has somewhat failed. 

While the dependent variable is a binary indicator that takes the value of 0 or 1, we have 
chosen the multilevel linear model as our baseline estimator.34 The reason is twofold. First, as 
we will conduct separate regressions to study whether the key correlations of interest differ 
significantly between the intermediate and primary courts, a linear model is more appropriate 
for the comparison of coefficients based on different sub-samples than a non-linear (e.g., logit 
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or probit) model. Second, as we will also examine whether the correlation of interest will vary 
when the case involves upper-level government agencies (see below), a linear model makes it 
straightforward to model and interpret the interaction term.35 

To avoid the bias caused by omitted variables, our baseline model includes all of the 
explanatory and control variables discussed in this section. Table 2 presents the summary 
statistics of these key case-related variables. 

[*** Table 2 here ***] 
 
Main Results 
We present the main results in Table 3. We divide our observations into intermediate (Models 
1 and 2) and primary courts (Models 3 and 4) to explore how the key coefficients vary by the 
level of court jurisdiction. In addition to the baseline model specification (Models 1 and 3), we 
also include the interaction of RTC and upper-level defendant to examine whether the 
correlation between RTC and the first-instance judgment varies when the defendant is an upper-
level government agency.36 

[*** Table 3 here ***] 
Two results are noteworthy. First, we find that the RTCs appear to exercise varying effects 

at different levels. At the intermediate level, the RTC coefficient—our main coefficient of 
interest—is negative and statistically significant at p < 0.1 in Model (1). The RTC coefficients 
in both Models (3) and (4) are positive and statistically significant, suggesting that the primary 
RTCs are associated with a higher chance of winning for citizens in administrative cases. In 
contrast, the intermediate RTCs, compared with their LPC counterparts at the same level of 
court jurisdiction, appear more likely to provide a favorable judgment to government agencies. 
Given that the plaintiffs won close to 50 percent of cases on average, the estimated coefficients 
suggest that the change caused by the RTCs may not be trivial.  

Second, it appears that RTC’s judgment is conditional on the defendant’s administrative 
level. When the case is filed against a government agency above the RTC’s jurisdictional level, 
the RTCs appear to be associated with a lower chance of the plaintiff winning the case. To put 
it differently, because the coefficients for Defendant from upper levels are consistently negative 
and significant at p < 0.001, which suggest that citizens who confront a defendant at a level 
higher than that of the court jurisdiction are significantly less likely to win, the interaction 
term’s coefficients imply that the RTCs may even bolster upper-level government agencies’ 
advantage in administrative cases. 

Figure 6 illustrates the RTCs’ estimated marginal effect, conditional on the presence of 
upper-level defendants, based on the results of Models (2) and (4). Interestingly, compared with 
their primary counterparts, the intermediate RTCs seem to be under greater pressure from 
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higher-level government agencies, as the estimated marginal effect is negative and significantly 
different from zero. As for the primary RTCs, given that the confidence interval of the estimated 
effects includes zero, the presence of upper-level defendants appears only to make the RTCs 
and LPCs no different from each other. In both scenarios, the RTCs do not favor citizens when 
cases are filed against government agencies from higher-level administrative jurisdictions. 

[*** Figure 6 here ***] 
The results so far indicate that citizens who file cases in the intermediate RTCs face a 

greater disadvantage when they confront upper-level defendants. Nonetheless, recall from 
Figure 5 that upper-level defendants account for a relatively small proportion of the cases filed 
and heard at the intermediate RTCs (less than ten per cent). When the government agencies 
involved are from the same or a lower administrative level, the RTCs do not discriminate 
against citizens any more than the LPCs do. For most cases filed at the intermediate level, the 
judgments rendered by the RTCs are not statistically different from those delivered by the LPCs. 
In Table 4, we summarize our findings with respect to the RTCs’ conditional effect on 
administrative litigation in China. 

[*** Table 4 here ***] 
Although we are mainly interested in the estimated coefficients of RTC and RTC x upper-

level agencies, the results of several control variables are worthy of attention and even further 
research. For instance, in the intermediate courts, SOEs, private firms, and other organizations 
acting as legal persons are more likely to win their cases against government agencies than are 
natural persons. Moreover, the presence of lawyers on both sides appears to increase citizens’ 
chance of winning their case, although citizens do not fare any better when they file collective 
litigation in the intermediate courts. At the same level, plaintiffs are more likely to win their 
case when the case includes a third party, perhaps because many cases associated with a third 
party involve conflicts between different individual citizens rather than between citizens and 
government agencies. A defendant’s defeat in a case may thus not always lead to a substantial 
loss for a government agency. However, it remains to be explained why the same phenomenon 
is not observed for the primary courts. Finally, on average, plaintiffs seem to have less chance 
of winning their case in municipalities with higher average incomes, larger populations, and 
greater amounts of real estate investment. 
 
Robustness Checks 
We have conducted several tests to ensure that our results do not depend on our modeling 
preference and the decision to include municipality-level predictors. These tests also help us 
address the issue of endogeneity. After all, whether a case filed and accepted by an RTC is by 
no means an entirely random process. All additional regression tables are available in the 
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appendix. Overall, our main findings still hold. 
First, as previously noted, we implement the same analysis with multilevel logit models 

(Table A2). Next, we exclude cases in provinces that have yet to convert at least one RTC and 
rerun the same analysis (Table A3). Doing so allows us to remove other unobserved 
confounders that can influence the Center or the provinces’ decision to turn an RTC into a 
functional administrative court. For a similar reason, we also restrict our samples to the same 
types of cases (by administrative management field and the type of administration actions) to 
tease out the unobserved factors affecting whether a case is filed, accepted, and adjudicated by 
an RTC (Table A4).37 Since the baseline model controls for municipality-level covariates that 
contain non-random missing values, we perform the same analysis without them (Table A5). 

Lastly, following the assumption of selection on the observables (SOO), we conduct 
matching estimation, a common technique for causal identification based on non-experimental 
or observational data.38 Intuitively, the SOO assumption asserts that one can identify, at least 
partially, the average treatment effect if observations in the study population are nearly identical 
based on observed pre-treatment covariates. In other words, the observations, in theory, should 
differ only with respect to the treatment status (i.e., whether an RTC delivered the judgment). 
In our estimations, we first use the logit model that includes all the control variables to estimate 
the propensity scores (i.e., the probability of a case being assigned to an RTC) and match the 
observations based on the predicted probabilities. The model also includes the fixed effects to 
account for time- and location-specific unobservable confounders.39 In Figure 7, we present 
the average treatment effects among the treated (ATT) of the RTCs yielded by our matching 
estimations. Overall, the results are very similar to the main findings reported in Figure 6. 

[*** Figure 7 here ***] 
 
Additional Subsample Analysis 

Previous studies have indicated that the impact of China’s administrative litigation reforms 
may be conditional upon several other factors. For instance, the courts may act differently in 
cases against local government agencies that play a vital role in maintaining political stability 
and social order, local police departments in particular.40 One could also argue that judgments 
are also likely to depend on the type of case. For example, the courts may be more likely to 
favor citizens in cases with relatively low political stakes. 

Here, we present the results of two additional tests. 41  The full regression tables are 
relegated to the appendix (Tables A6 and A7). First, we created additional subsamples using a 
binary variable indicating whether the case was filed against the local police department. As 
shown in Table 5, when that is the case, we find that both intermediate and primary RTCs are 
significantly less likely to provide citizens with a favorable judgment, at least in the first 
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instance (Models 1 and 2).42 The main findings in Table 3 still hold, in contrast, for cases 
against other government agencies. 

[*** Table 5 here ***] 
Second, we selected several administrative management fields and actions that are 

commonly considered “easy” or “difficult” cases for the courts to determine whether the results 
vary. We consider cases that pertain to government information disclosure as easy cases 
because there is often little at stake if the government agency loses to citizens in such cases. In 
contrast, cases triggered by local governments’ decisions on land expropriation and demolition, 
a common source of protests in China, are viewed as difficult cases.43 The results are presented 
in Table 6. Our main findings are found to be driven primarily by cases with relatively low 
stakes, namely, easy cases (Models 1 and 2). For cases that touch upon potentially intractable 
conflict between citizens and government agencies, in contrast, there is no statistical difference 
between the RTCs and LPCs (Models 3 and 4). Hence, more research is needed to explore why 
the RTCs, as well as other judicial reforms in China, exhibit heterogeneous effects under 
different circumstances.  

[*** Table 6 here ***] 
 
3. Why Intermediate and Primary RTCs Have Varying Effects 
Our main findings suggest that the RTCs may have produced varying effects, conditional on 
the level of court jurisdiction. More specifically, it appears that the intermediate RTCs are less 
likely than the LPCs at the same level to grant citizens a favorable judgment when the case is 
against an upper-level government agency. At the primary level, in contrast, the RTCs are more 
likely than their LPC counterparts to side with citizens. This pro-plaintiff effect, however, is 
statistically significant only when cases are filed against government agencies at the same or a 
lower level. These findings warrant explanations. Why have the RTCs been unable to deliver 
judgments that favor the plaintiff when they encounter upper-level government agencies? Also, 
why do the RTCs appear to have achieved the desired outcome at the primary level, albeit 
conditionally? What explains their relative success at that level? 

We posit that, while the RTCs’ built-in detachment from local governments may help them 
resist the capture of administrative litigation by local government agencies, they may in fact be 
in a rather precarious position relative to the LPCs, especially when faced with interventions 
by upper-level government agencies. Given the Chinese courts’ administrative and political 
embeddedness, the provincial high courts may be subject to similar formal or even extrajudicial 
influence from government agencies at the same level, as in the case of LPCs and their 
respective municipal or county government agencies. Since the SPC has placed the RTCs under 
the command of the provincial high courts, they are prone to the influence of their respective 
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provincial government agencies and thus have a similar incentive to avoid adjudication that 
may compromise the interests of provincial government agencies. 

Accordingly, the intermediate RTCs’ proximity to provincial government agencies, both 
hierarchically and geographically, may further constrain their leverage to side with plaintiffs. 
First, the intermediate RTCs are likely to be under greater pressure than the primary RTCs, 
especially when a case concerns a defendant from an upper-level administrative jurisdiction, 
as such defendants can engage in lobbying and/or seek support via their connections with 
provincial governments and even central ministries. Second, every intermediate RTC is located 
in a provincial capital; in comparison, only about half of the primary RTCs are. Such proximity 
may provide additional interactive opportunities between the intermediate RTCs and provincial 
government agencies, which may in turn influence the RTCs’ adjudication of administrative 
cases. 

These explanations align with recent qualitative studies of judicial corruption in China, 
which suggest that the courts are likely to fall under the external influence of government 
agencies when the two are close to each other through various forms of organizational and 
spatial contact. 44  Here, we conduct two tests to illustrate our conjectures. Note that the 
statistical findings presented are only suggestive and await further qualitative evidence to 
uncover the exact mechanisms. First, we examine whether provincial defendants are indeed 
relatively privileged compared with defendants from other levels of government administration. 
To recap, the RTCs are under the direct administration of the provincial high courts, which in 
turn may face various formal or informal influences from their provincial governments, as in 
the case of the LPCs and their respective local governments. Therefore, it is likely that the 
RTCs may discriminate against citizens regardless of their jurisdictional level. We carry out an 
additional test, similar to the main analysis, but replace the binary indicator Defendant from 
upper levels (Table 3) with another binary variable that specifies whether the defendant is at 
the provincial level (otherwise 0). Figure 8 shows how the estimated RTC coefficient varies by 
the defendant’s administrative level. Consistent with our conjecture, we find that both 
intermediate and primary RTCs are less likely to provide the plaintiff with a favorable first-
instance judgment in the presence of a provincial defendant.45 While previously we have 
shown that the primary RTCs’ estimated impact ceases to be statistically significant when the 
defendant is above the county level, here we are able to further specify that their pro-citizen 
effect is particularly constrained by the presence of provincial defendants. 

[*** Figure 8 here ***] 
Second, if operating in proximity to provincial governments indeed works against the 

RTCs, then we should observe the primary RTCs located in provincial capitals to be as similarly 
unlikely to favor citizens as their intermediate peers. The results in Table 7 are consistent with 
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this hypothesis. 
[*** Table 7 here ***] 

Our findings speak to the broad political economy literature on governance and 
decentralization in developing countries. Since the 1980s, the supporters of decentralization 
have considered the transfer of fiscal resources and policymaking authority to subnational 
governments to be a key solution for improving government efficiency while boosting policy 
responsiveness and political accountability.46  In China, the market reform that prompted 
nationwide fiscal and policy decentralization has been highlighted as a crucial factor in the 
country’s remarkable economic growth by providing local officials with incentives to pursue 
innovative development strategies.47 Nonetheless, as illustrated by recent studies of China and 
other countries, decentralization can also encourage the “capture” of administrative and elected 
political offices by local elites, cultivating rampant political corruption and impeding the 
provision of government services and local public goods.48 A study of pro-poor distributions 
in India further shows that captured public agencies at the local level can even bring about 
different socioeconomic outcomes depending on the level of administrative jurisdiction. On 
the one hand, grassroots officials may have fewer incentives or less leverage to evade their 
designated duties, as it can be difficult to conceal crucial policy information from the public in 
local communities. On the other hand, deviation from assigned responsibilities is often more 
prevalent among mid-level public officials, as they are likely to face more lobbying and other 
subtle influence from higher-level principals. It seems that a similar logic can also account for 
the different effects of China’s experiment of administrative courts.  

 
4. Conclusion 
In this article, we examine a uniquely large dataset of first-instance judgment records in China 
to investigate whether permitting the RTCs to accept and hear administrative cases has brought 
about any significant changes. Controlling for various case- and location-specific covariates, 
we find that the RTCs, compared with their LPCs counterparts, are only more likely to provide 
Chinese citizens with a favorable judgment at the primary level. However, the estimated pro-
plaintiff effect of the primary RTCs is reduced to statistical insignificance when the defendant 
is from a higher-level administrative jurisdiction. In the presence of upper-level defendants, the 
intermediate RTCs are significantly less likely to side with citizens. Additional tests further 
reveal that whether the RTCs can effectively reduce the local capture of administrative cases 
also seems to depend on the stakes at play. Furthermore, both intermediate and primary RTCs 
are more likely to render judgments in favor of provincial defendants. The primary RTCs 
located in the same city as the government are also more likely to favor government agencies. 
To clarify, our results by no means imply that the intermediate RTCs are less likely than the 
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primary RTCs to take citizens’ side. Our aim is only to evaluate the differences between the 
RTCs and LPCs at two levels of court jurisdiction. 

Overall, our results suggest that China’s experiment of administrative court has achieved 
some success. The RTCs’ leverage to evade local capture nonetheless depends on a number of 
structural factors that had existed before the reform. While the RTCs seem to remain 
constrained by government agencies from higher levels, we also find that provincial 
governments appear to exert some influence, most likely in an implicit manner, over the RTCs’ 
adjudication of administrative cases. Although we show that granting the courts some 
independence can improve citizens’ chances of winning administrative cases to some degree, 
our findings also align with the conventional wisdom: given their administrative, political, and 
economic embeddedness, the courts remain subject to various sources of external intervention 
within the Chinese political system. Future reforms will have to continue to strengthen the 
courts against the influence—both formal and informal—of government agencies. A possible 
solution might be to place the RTCs, or even the entire LPC system, under the direct command 
of the SPC rather than the provincial high courts. 

Much more research also remains to be done. As the first next step, we plan to incorporate 
second-instance judgments, which are currently undergoing a similar process of automatic 
information retrieval, into our analysis. Including second-instance judgments will allow us to 
gain a comprehensive picture of the RTCs’ impact on the adjudication of administrative cases. 
In another ongoing project, we plan to study how the experiment of administrative courts can 
affect their efficiency in delivering judgments, as well as the economic costs of litigation for 
both plaintiffs and defendants. It is also important to consider the RTCs’ impact in tandem with 
other initiatives that similarly aim to mitigate or even eliminate various external influences on 
the courts. The introduction of off-site trials and elevated jurisdiction is worthy of consideration. 
Finally, future research should probe into the underlying logic of judges’ decision-making in 
the LPCs and RTCs, possibly based on the insights produced by both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches, such as structured surveys, comparative case studies, and expert 
interviews. 
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