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Regional Disparities in Judicial Justice

—A Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition of Sentencing Differences

Jiang Guohua Sun Qiwei
(School of Law, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430000, P.R.China)

Abstract: Regional disparities in judicial decisions pose a risk of undermining judicial justice and have
therefore always received significant attention from the Chinese judiciary. Taking criminal justice as
an example, the Supreme People’s Court of China has been implementing sentencing standardization
reforms since 2008, emphasizing that this is a long-term endeavor. On March 8, 2023, the Supreme
People’ s Court stated in its work report: “Maintain and promote social fairness; strengthen the
unification of adjudication standards, and effectively prevent fairness and justice from being
compromised due to regional, urban-rural, and industry differences.” Despite years of effort and
significant progress in sentencing standardization, there remains a risk of sentencing imbalances in
China’s judiciary. Existing studies have shown that regional sentencing disparities objectively exist
in China. However, due to limitations in research methods, there has been no fact-based response to
whether these disparities are within reasonable limits and what factors primarily cause them. This
study uses publicly available verdicts of bribery cases nationwide from 2020 as samples and employs
the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition method to quantify the extent of sentencing disparities between
regions with different levels of economic development, as well as the contribution of relevant
influencing factors to these disparities. Regarding overall differences: the ranking of the severity of
bribery offenses from most to least serious is Region 3 > Region 1 > Region 2; the ranking of
sentencing outcomes from harshest to lightest is Region 3 > Region 1 > Region 2; the ranking of
strictness in judges’ application of the law from strictest to most lenient is Region 3> Region 2 >
Region 1. It shows that although judges in different regions do not have uniform standards of
discretion, they overall adhere to the principle of proportionality between crime and punishment. In
terms of group differences, the ranking of judges’ discretionary power in determining the amount
involved in the crime, from strict to lenient, 1s Region 3 > Region 2 and Region 3 > Region 1,
consistent with the levels of regional economic development. This suggests that judges in more
economically developed regions assess the social harmfulness of the crime amount as lower.
Therefore, the following suggestions are put forward. Firstly, It is necessary to establish a judicial
assistance system to provide assistance for judges to reasonably grasp the extent of their discretionary
power. Secondly, the amount of crime should be converted based on the level of economic
development to reduce the differences in judges’ determination of the amount. Thirdly, It is
imperative establish a mathematical model to monitor the extent to which judges exercise their
discretion. Fourthly, It is imperative strengthen the writing standards of judicial documents and
comprehensively demonstrate the basis for judges’ discretion as much as possible.

Keywords: Judicial justice; Differential justice; Regional sentencing disparities; Blinder-Oaxaca

decomposition; Regional disparity patterns
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