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• My research is about money (public money)!

• Objective evaluation of public finance

• Subjective evaluation of public finance

• https://www.tni.org/en/publicfinance
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Google/Scopus Citations: On the Rise
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Scopus: Fiscal decentralization; federalism;  China
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Civil service pay and public finance (an early 
career as a China studies expert)

• As agents of the state, civil servants are central to 
public governance and socioeconomic 
development. In developing countries, it has been 
seen that an effective civil service pay system may 
provide strong incentives for better public service 
and rein in corruption whereas poor remuneration 
can fuel corruption and discontent among civil 
servants. Grappling with a well-functioning pay 
regime has challenged the PRC since its birth. Over 
the past decade, reforms have been implemented 
in the civil service pay system that are closely 
associated with legitimacy change (from an 
economy-based approach to welfare-based one), 
income distribution and central - local relations. 
However, these have led to a heated debate over 
the legitimacy, effectiveness and direction of these 
reforms. By examining this situation and the tug-
of-war over remuneration among different players, 
this pioneering study deepens our understanding 
of China's reform process and its actors.
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Book reviews from the following journals…
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• "While there are an increasing number of studies on the 
Chinese civil service system, important aspects of this system 
have not yet been subject to close investigation. This includes 
civil servants' salaries and non-monetary compensation. 
Alfred Wu remedies this lacuna by providing an overview of 
civil service pay in the People's Republic of China past and 
present. ... I do not hesitate to recommend Alfred Wu's much 
needed study. The book contains a wealth of factual 
information on the various civil service pay regimes in China 
and is very useful for anyone interested in how the civil 
servants, the backbone of Chinese government, are managed 
and remunerated." - Kjeld Erik Brodsgaard, Copenhagen 
Business School, in The China Journal. 

• "Wu's research not only explores human resources 
management in the Chinese government, but also the politics 
of contemporary China. ... this should be an interesting book 
for scholars working on public administration in China 
because civil service pay is a neglected subject area and the 
author's fieldwork offers valuable data." - Joseph Yu-Shek 
Cheng, City University of Hong Kong, in Journal of 
Comparative Asian Development.
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Main Contributions No. 1
Fiscal decentralization in the Chinese context
• I attempt to contribute to the measurement and conceptualization of 

fiscal decentralization in the Chinese context. Such measurement and 
conceptualization were predominantly derived in the context of 
Western countries. 

• I use sub-provincial level data to capture the dynamics of fiscal 
decentralization in China and advance the measurement of fiscal 
decentralization.  This has been cited as a pioneering work in public 
finance in a developing country context. 
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• Particularly, the article entitled “Determinants of expenditure 
decentralization: Evidence from China” (World Development, 2013) 
introduces a new measurement of fiscal decentralization in the 
Chinese context. 
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Previous measurement of fiscal decentralization in 
the Chinese context.

• Due to the influence from cross-national research on decentralization, 
fiscal decentralization in China has usually been measured by the 
share of regional expenditure or revenue to the national aggregate. 
As the value of the denominator is constant in a given year within the 
country, the local share of total expenditure or revenue actually 
reflects the absolute value of expenditure or revenue in a given 
province (cross-national data suffers less).

• Oates (1985) cautions again this measurement despite applying it.
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An example of common practice in the past

• Chen, 2004, p.702.
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• I use the ratio of sub-provincial expenditure/revenue to provincial 
expenditure/revenue as the measure of expenditure and revenue 
decentralization. 

• Sub-provincial expenditure/revenue refers to public expenditure or 
revenue of prefectural, county, and township governments. Provincial 
expenditure/revenue sums up all finance activities at four tiers of 
government in China’s local state. (there are five tiers of government 
in China: central, provincial, municipal, county, and township). 
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Main Contributions No. 2
Subjective evaluation of public finance
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For social scientists, a 
fundamental 
ontological question might be:

Are people essentially selfish? 
(self-interest assumption 
vs social values assumption).



Subjective 
evaluation of 
public 
finance 
(cont’d)

• Public perceptions of government spending are fluid 
and counterintuitive in many contexts. Common 
sense suggests that both actual and potential 
recipients of government spending support 
government programs benefiting them. In reality, 
many beneficiaries of public subsidy via income 
redistribution hold negative attitudes toward 
government spending; this puzzle cannot be 
explained by the self-interest hypothesis. 

• Drawing on Hong Kong and Singapore contexts—
seldom investigated in the context of public 
finance—I aim to advance the nuanced 
understanding of the perceptual evaluation of 
public finance in two developed economies and 
shed light on the theoretical development of public 
attitudes towards government spending.

18



Research background
• A global issue 

• (attitudes towards income inequality and 
redistribution in the UK 
http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/what-do-people-
think-about-government-action)

• In some countries, public support for welfare 
redistribution has declined over time (Dorey, 2010). 
Some may support a certain type of redistribution, 
such as education spending, but not others (McCall & 
Kenworthy, 2009).

• Public support is vital to the formation and 
implementation of a good redistributive program.
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Hong Kong’s situation 

• Background:

• Rapidly aging society 

• Substantial income inequality 

• According to the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) (2010) 
report, among 32 “very high human development countries,” Hong 
Kong was ranked first in terms of income inequality (see also 
Saunders, Wong, & Wong, 2013).

• Huge budget surpluses
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Government surplus or deficit as a share of GDP 
(%), 2011-2018 

• Source: World Economic Outlook Database, April 2013
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My contribution 

• The project scrutinizes the micro-foundation of public preferences on 
redistribution.

• Most previous work examines the institutional factors affecting public 
attitudes. Some of the literature uses Esping-Andersen’s (1990) 
categorization framework to compare welfare preferences across countries 
(see Busemeyer, Goerres, & Weschle, 2009; Jakobsen, 2011). 

• We argue that using micro-based survey data can reveal economic, political, 
societal intricacies underpinning a society that are vital to the formation 
and implementation of government policy.

• A micro level, individual level public opinion study on redistribution may 
generate greater insights and shed light on policymaking in Asia and also in 
other countries around the world.
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My 
contribution 
(cont’d)

• On the Hong Kong case:

• Drawing on a transitional society against a 
turbulent political and economic environment, 
the Hong Kong case, in a single context 
compared with cross-country studies in most of 
the similar studies, can inspire the research in 
many different contexts. 

• a laissez-faire economy? Is the government 
passive?

• In the meantime, the interaction between the 
government policy and popular demand has 
latterly intensified. 
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Theorizing 
public 
attitudes 
toward 
redistribution 

• Hypotheses 

• Self-interest or social values matter? 

• The self-interest hypothesis emphasizes the 
impact of actual or perceived vulnerability 
on public support for redistribution. 

• The social values hypothesis argues that 
attitudes towards redistribution are not 
formed by one’s own situation but instead 
by values or ideologies held by people.

• My research suggests very mixed results. 
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Other influential papers
1. Civil service pay and anti-corruption (quoted by 
a number of government websites)
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2. Land Financing and urbanization 

More citations due to the land financing topic. 
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Impact (cont’d)

• Co-Editor-in-Chief: Public Administration and Development 
(SSCI/SCOPUS Indexed).

• 2022-24, Chair, Section on Chinese Public Administration (SCPA), 
American Society for Public Administration (ASPA).

• Co-Principal Investigator: World Values Survey (Singapore, 2019).
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•Thanks!
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