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Abstract  Chinese governments are facing great decision-making pressure due to the accumulation of problems concerning social inequalities, economic downturn, political development, environmental deterioration and other problems. Despite the fact that further reforms are needed, they are encountering some pretty strong resistance from mighty elite alliance, and there also seems to be a lack of motivation for public sectors or local governments to push forward the reforms. In order to tackle vital problems and wicked issues like these, the “top-level design” mechanism is adopted. The central government has made a series of top-level designs to direct the next-step reform and to provide an overall layout. The Central Leading Group for Deepening Overall Reform, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, the State Council and its ministries has successively issued a range of policies. It cannot be denied that the top-level design in China is bearing a tendency of generalization currently. What also needs to be pointed out is that governments and their departments tend to regard the top-level design as a new form of leadership. However, relying too much on top-level design may also lead to some new problems generated by bureaucracy and formalism.
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1 Introduction

The “top-level design” mechanism in the government process of China refers to the concurrence of top-level design in the policy making. In the context of this paper, top-level design has two meanings: one stresses the overall plan and the general developing strategy generated by central authorities on the fundamental goals and paths of national development, as well as the basic solutions to vital issues in major domain. The other refers to the top decision-making process of governments or relevant public sectors. The main feature of top-level design is its top-down process in policy making, but it also experiences a bottom-up process when it comes to the consulting process. What worth mentioning is that whether the top-level design can fully function depends heavily on the Chinese political system and administrative system? Besides state governance, the expression and integration of different interest are also important functions of the Party and government system to undertake. And such dual functions of top-level design ask for a quicker respond from government to citizens’ need and more prompt decisions. 

2 Characteristics of the top-level design

The most important top-level designs in these years are made by the Central Leading Group for Deepening Overall Reform (CLGFDOR) and other special central leading groups. While the national level’s designs are made by the CPC Central Committee, the State Council, the NPC Standing Committee and other state organs of power. In this article, the CLGFDOR and the accelerating decision-making process of central ministries are taken as examples, to analyze the characteristics of the frequently used top-level design.

2.1 CLGFDOR is a kind of quasi entity organization

According to the administrative structure of China, leading groups belong to consultant and coordinating bodies. Their usual way of working is “One Project One Discussion”, and does not need a specialized system of the entity organization. However, the organizational developing degree of the CLGFDOR is higher than common consultant and coordinating bodies. Because of its internal three levels of structure, which are “the leading group-special teams-the office”, the group has a part of the entity organization’s characteristics. However, the common consultant and coordinating body only has two levels of structure, which are “the leading group-the office”. Generally speaking, only permanent institutions will set up working systems. But since its inception, the group has formulated its own system of operation, which “Working Rule of the Central Leading Group for Deepening Overall Reform”, “Working Rule of special teams of the Central Leading Group for Deepening Overall Reform” and “Working Rule of the office of the Central Leading Group for Deepening Overall Reform” adopted at the first meeting. This is another evidence of the group’s special characteristics. What’s more, consultant and coordinating bodies don’t have to work out annual work points because it might have temporary jobs. But formal institutions or entity organizations must have annual work plans. Then, the CLGFDOR will work out the main points for this year at the beginning of each year.

2.2 Meeting of CLGFDOR is a kind of “super joint conference”

The group’s participators include person in charge of the CCP, the government, the PLA, the NPC and CPPCC, Police, Procuratorates and Courts at national level. This shows that the group is the supreme leader of major organs of authority, which is equivalent to a joint conference of the highest organ of state power. The “super joint conference” has the advantage of implementing its policies strongly. Because the party’s leadership gives legitimacy to the group, major organs of authority must implement its decisions. The group’s decisions are directly implemented by various organs of power and departments of the party central committee. Therefore, costs of decision-making and execution both are saved, and the efficiency of decision-making is improved.

In order to get through the tough period, China’s reform needs to concentrate on resources and power in a short time. In order to achieve this goal, the party central committee needs to concentrate power on top-level design and implement it from the top. The advantage of the leading group mechanism is that it can transcend the specialized division of labor among the various organs of power, concentrate on the overall objective, and form the resultant force to the utmost. As a kind of task-oriented organizations, the leading group is different from the conventional organization in the aspects of resource acquisition, organization structure, operation mechanism, manpower and material resources arrangement and methods of management.[1]
2.3 leading groups’ work is problem-based

When it comes to deepening reform, Premier Li Ke-qiang put forward that “we need to focus on areas where the public call for reform is strongest, the most pressing problems hindering economic and social development, and links on which there is extensive public consensus” in Report on the Work of the Government 2014. This shows that the reform should start with those very serious problems. China’s policy process shows a “forced” mechanism. Problems that have been accumulated over a period of time, which damaged the society and economy seriously, and have reached the point that, cannot be ignored. Only the central government can solve these problems which involve fundamental institutional adjustment or major changes in policy, so the decision pressure is concentrated in the central government. It is for this reason that the masses have repeatedly called for China’s reform and development needs top-level design. In Speech at the Symposium on philosophy and Social Sciences, Xi Jinping pointed out that “Adhering to the problem orientation is the distinctive feature of Marx’s doctrine. The innovation roots in problems and is drive by problems”. The establishment of CLGFDOR has a clear pertinence. Its decisions directly point to the major issues currently, which has been the main public concern, making the top-level design has political legitimate and supported by the masses. 

2.4 CLGFDOR is a promotion to the leading group mechanism

The leading group is a kind of consultant and coordinating body in the government process of China. Usually, the leading group is made up of elated organizations. What the leading group leads is the “system”, and the following parts of the system are related ministries of the Party Central Committee or the government and their affiliated institutions.[2] However, CLGFDOR treats the whole country as a “system”. It is the coordination mechanism of the highest organs of power within the national leadership system.

2.5 Motivations of the frequent decisions of the central ministries and commissions is mainly from the following aspects

First, the top leadership has accelerated the transmission of reform initiatives. As departments directly under the leadership of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, they directly felt the determination of CLGFDOR in a comprehensive way. Under the influence of the Pressurized System, central departments of the Party, the State Council and its departments accelerated the speed of making decisions under the pressure of frequent top-level design made by CLGFDOR. The number of policies has increased markedly.

Second, the central authorities’ sense of responsibility has increased. In the context of increasing anti-corruption efforts, holding to account officials who are indolent, sloppy, or neglectful of their duties has become a new focus of the national administration. To this end, the party and government have introduced a number of measures, of which the highest degree of institutionalization is the list of power and responsibility developed and published by government departments. By defining the boundary of power, “things that are not authorized by law cannot be done” becomes the power boundary of government action. By defining the division of responsibility, the government is required to “must fulfill statutory obligations”. In order to avoid being accused of inaction, officials will take the initiative to perform their duties. 

Third, the main function of the central department is to formulate policies. According to the division of labor in the policy process, the responsibility of the central government is to formulate national policies, which are not usually carried out by the central government, and the implementation of policies requires formulations of rules or plans for implementation at the local and lower levels. Therefore, the evaluation criteria for the central departments are mainly whether they have introduced policies, rather than whether they have implemented policies. This kind of assessment mechanism makes central departments pay attention to decision-making, but ignore the implementation, and only pay attention to the speed and quantity of decision-making, pay no attention or less attention to the feasibility of policies.

3 The applicability of the “top-level design” mechanism

Top-level design is the tool of the policy process in China, which has his special effects as well as his scope of application and need to consider the applicability when using it.

3.1 To avoid top-level design being over-used

In recent years, all levels of leadership focus on top-level design, not only the government and its departments have been engaging in, institutions and enterprises have also been engaging in the top-level design. There has been a trend towards top-level design for everything. In fact, not every level or unit needs top-level design. Top-level design, as the name suggests, should be carried out by the highest level of decision-making, and with the administrative level down, the need for top-level design becomes less and less. Taking the macro-economic control as an example, only the provincial governments share parts of macro-control responsibilities with central government, and the government below the provincial level does not have the power in this regard. When it comes to legislative power, apart from the NPC and the provincial people’s Congress, only city governments with administrative districts below the provincial level have part of the local legislative power. Therefore, the top-level design in low level governments is only a holistic or long-term policy of the region. Since most of local policies are based on the implementation of higher-level authorities’ policies, there is not much to do with top-level design. Compared to higher-level governments, local governments’ policies are less stable. Once the high-level governments’ policy has changed or been adjusted, local policy must make adjustment accordingly or even change a lot than changes made in higher-level government. Therefore, the local-level governments’ policies are not real top-level design.

One reason for overused top-level design is that the government and its departments see top-level design as a new way of leadership. In recent years, the emphasis on top-level design has become an excuse for local governments to strengthen the ability to lead, use, or distribute resources centrally. In order to emphasize their capability for good governance, not only the government and its departments, even government-affiliated institutions are frequently create “top-level design”. In fact, they make plans only for the sake of planning in many cases. One representative performance is the frequent introduction of various types of planning. On one hand, the number of various planning increased significantly in recent years. For example, from 2006 to 2011, 71 policy documents and regional planning about local development were introduced, with an average of 2 or more formulated in every province.[3] On the other hand, there are too many Five-Year Plans. Five-Year Plans are not only being created by large administrative units, but also for small-scale institution. There is a large overlap between those small plans and the big one. Among them, it is difficult for local governments to create fresh content compared to the big plans. In addition, different departments are also frequently engaged in planning, most of which are repeated or overlapping, and some even conflict. For example, zone planning and urban-rural planning are made by different departments. As reported by People’s Web in early 2016, one county applied 67 different types of planning.[4]
In fact, planning is not the more the better, nor is it necessary for every unit to plan. For example, Five-Year Plans are not necessarily needed in local-level government or small organizations, which are mainly responsible for implementing those planning and policy devised by higher authorities, breaking down superior policy, specifying and localizing the top-level design. This is similar to the policy process. Plans of low-level governments or small organizations are bound by higher governments’ planning, and low-level governments or small organizations must adjust their plans accordingly if high-level governments’ planning changes. This violates the rule that planning cannot be changed frequently, so that low-level governments and small units’ planning without authority, and become a decoration. In addition, if different levels and departments are planning on the same matter, not only will lead to conflicts between the planning, but also make it difficult to implement those plans. Low-level governments are busy with their own planning, ignoring the implementation of the high-level planning. They only pay attention to planning, but ignore how to implement the plan. This leads to planning as a blueprint that is not really going to be implemented.

3.2 To avoid new formalism

After the top-level design has been generalized, governments at all levels and institutions have obviously accelerated the decision-making within their own jurisdiction, and the number of policies has increased significantly. For example, policies promulgated by the current State Council ministries and commissions are significantly more than the Eleventh government. From the convening of the 18th National Congress of the CPC to September 30, 2016, ministries and commissions which introduced policies, examined and approved documents more than 100 are the following: Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development (3979), Ministry of Civil Affairs (2362:2014.1-2016.10), Ministry of Education (2144), Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (1420), Ministry of Transport (1000+), Ministry of Land and Resources (928), National Health and Family Planning Commission (922), Ministry of Commerce (912), Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security (299), Ministry of Science and Technology (260), Ministry of Agriculture (201), Ministry of Environmental Protection (169), National Audit Office (120)
. Local governments have also followed the pace of the central government to speed up the introduction of local policies. Judging from the current situation, there is a tendency to blindly pursue speed and quantity, but no concern the quality. Some places or departments publish a new policy every ten days, as well as implementation plan of the policy. Cadres at the basic level complain that they are not only unable to implement these policies, but also have no time to read document of them.[5]
Another problem is that some departments make decisions only for the sake of decision-making, regardless of whether the policy can be implemented. Some departments ignore the investigation before the decision, and seldom seek the opinions of the grass roots and the parties concerned, which leads to the fact that the policies formulated by them are divorced from reality and are not feasible. Some policies are too complex and difficult to execute. Some policies make it difficult for the executive to understand, and also affect the speed and effectiveness of implementation. Decision making is the basis for effective implementation of policies. Decisions cannot be effectively implemented if decisions fire into the wrong flock or the quality of the decision is poor.[6]
If the government ignores the scientificity of decision making and implement it from top to bottom forcefully, it will lead to the low-level government to implement high-level’s policy formally, such as the phenomenon of “implementing policy by policy”. Some local governments are eager to implement the policy of the Central Committee. Before they have made clear what the central policy meaning, they are busy formulating local policies, resulting in policy’s “own goal”. For example, in order to accelerate the implementation of central government’s policy of “de-stocking” about real estate industry, Shenyang announced the “Executive Opinions of the General Office of the Shenyang Municipal People’s Government on Promoting the Healthy Development of the Property Market” on the afternoon of March 1, 2016. It offers support for college and secondary vocational school students, as well as new graduates to buy housing without the down payment. This new policy has been spread to “college students can buy housing without the down payment”, causing heated debate. But it was canceled in less than half a day. On the evening of March 1st, Shenyang released official news that the “zero down payment” temporarily is impracticable.[7]
3.3 To avoid the isomorphic responsibility being strengthened

In China’s vertical intergovernmental relations, the question of “isomorphic responsibility” exists all the time. From the central to the grassroots, governments do the same things as there are no differences between governments’ functions at all levels. Governments at all levels have set up the same departments, and have formed a kind of “linear-shaped” intergovernmental relation.[8] The requirement of the system characterized by “dual top-level” operating mechanism is coincide with the isomorphic responsibility in the vertical intergovernmental relations. In particular, the operation of top-level driving would be effective with the assist of “strips” in the vertical intergovernmental relations to promote the central policy from the top to down. In this system, the superior government and the low-level government share the same duties and function, the low-level department is the superior department’s “legs”, and must execute the superior’s order. Because of the same function, the subordinate is easier to understand the superior’s instruction, and instructions of the superior are easier to be executed. On the other hand, “isomorphic responsibility” also allows the superior inspects the subordinate expediently. Donald Van Meter & Van Horn put forward some elements of policy implementation in “The Policy Implementation Process: A Conceptual Framework”, exactly correspond to subordinate relations between the superior and the subordinate, the guidance relationship between the high-level and low-level governments, governments and departments at all levels have the same functions in intergovernmental relations in China. These structural features facilitate the implementation of high-level instructions and organizational communication, and can encourage policy implementation. These are in line with what Donald Van Meter and Van Horn point to as a necessary condition for policy implementation.[9]
Another kind of phenomenon associated with “isomorphic responsibility” is the high concentration of power within the organization. In each level of government, every government department, and even every institution, the decision-making power is concentrated at the top, especially the hands of “the head”. This pyramidal power structure allows each level of government or every unit to think that the top-level design task is natural. This mindset leads to the tendency of subordinates to be lazy. They are used to waiting for the superior’s decision and losing their initiative. Top-level design is usually a decision made by a small number of people, and its participation is very narrow. If the government relies on top-level design too much, it may ignore the democracy of decision-making and ignore the decision-making ability of subordinates. When it comes to the relationship between the central and local, if the government relies on top-level design too much, it may lead to the local government depend on the central government too much, causing local governments to avoid decision-making responsibility and push the problem to the central government. As a result, local problems may rise to national problems and become more difficult to solve.

4 Conclusions

From the fundamental sense, the purpose of avoiding the overuse of “top-level design” mechanism is to clarify the government-market relationship and to solve the problem of imposing too much under control. After the top-level design task is finished, we could not apply it into everything. The use of “top-level design” mechanism is always a supplement to the normal policy process.
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