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I am an applied microeconomist with active research agenda in labor, housing, and development 
economics.  My current work has two major themes. The first examines housing market spillover 
focusing on uncovering broader economic impacts of housing market dynamics and housing 
policies. The second investigates the Chinese economy focusing on the role of government 
behaviors. In what follows I summarize my published articles and working papers/work in 
progress, grouped by the two themes. 
 
1. Housing Market Spillover 

Over the past three decades, housing markets have experienced dramatic changes around the 
world. In the United States, we have witnessed a remarkable house prices boom and bust in the 
2000s and the resurging of house prices during the recent COVID-19 pandemic; In China, we have 
witnessed a series of reforms that transformed the housing market from an employer-based 
public housing system to a private market in late 1990s and a booming real estate market ever 
since. Considering that housing accounts for a significant portion of all economic activity, changes 
in the housing market can have broader impacts on the economy. My work provides evidence of 
those impacts and explored four major channels behind those impacts, which include housing 
cost, housing wealth, geographic mobility, and property right. 
 

1.1 Housing Cost Effect 

Rising house prices raise the cost of living, which not only caused severe housing affordable issues 
in many large and productive cities (such as San Fransico and New York) in the United States but 
also labor market spatial misallocation by preventing workers from moving into those cities. My 
works study the role of land-use regulations behind the rising house prices and find the 
misallocation effects are particularly evident among low-skilled or African American workers. 
First, in “Human Capital Externalities or Consumption Spillovers? The Effect of High-skill Human 
Capital across Low-skill Labor Markets“ (Regional Science and Urban Economics, 2021), I study 
how low-skilled workers from responding to local labor demand shock generated by high-skilled 
human capital and the role of land-use regulations. Using Census data from U.S. metropolitan 
areas from 1980 to 2010, we find that the city-level share of college graduates has a positive 
impact on wages of low-skilled workers in the service sector instead of the manufacturing sector 
suggesting that high-skilled workers' consumption of local services creates demands for low-
skilled workers. Moreover, using the Wharton Residential Land Use Regulation Index (WRLURI) 
to measure land-use regulations across cities, I find this wage effect is larger in areas with stricter 
regulations. These results suggest that land-use regulations lead to spatial misallocation and 
lower the low-skilled labor supply elasticity by restricting the migration of low-skilled workers 
into areas with rising demands. Second, in “Land Use Regulations and Urban Growth of African 
Americans” (Economic Development Quarterly, 2021), I investigate how land-use regulations 
affect changes in the share of African Americans in response to local economic demand. Using 



Census data from U.S. metropolitan areas from 1980 to 2010, I find that highly regulated areas 
experienced a much smaller increase (sometimes a decrease) in the share of blacks in response 
to an increase in local labor demand. These results suggest that land-use regulations exacerbate 
racial inequality by restricting the migration of African Americans into areas with demand. Finally, 
in “Impact of Land Use Regulation Across the Conditional Distribution of Home Prices: An 
Application of Quantile Regression for Group Level Treatments“ (Annals of Regional Science, 
2021, joint with Tammy Leonard and Lei Zhang), we examined heterogeneity in the price impacts 
of land-use regulation across the conditional house price distribution using Census and Zillow 
housing transaction data. Our results suggest that the distribution of price impacts across the 
conditional house price distribution is relatively uniform, suggesting that land-use regulations 
both constrain housing supply and induce within-housing market migration that spreads price 
impacts throughout the region. 
 
To tackle the housing affordability issue, many states and local governments have implemented 
policies such as rent control and rent regulations despite a historically unfavorable perception 
among economists who express concerns about its potential long-term effects on housing 
misallocation and affordability for future renters. Do those policies have economic impacts that 
go beyond housing markets? In “Does Rent Regulation Affect Tenant Unemployment? Evidence 
from New York City”(working paper, 2022, joint with Hanchen Jiang and Luis Quintero), we study 
the effect of rent stabilization in NYC on tenant unemployment using the New York City Housing 
and Vacancy Survey (NYCHVS)  from 2002 to 2017. We show rent stabilization increases tenants’ 
unemployment by six percentage points, more than double the average unemployment rate 
during the study period. Moreover, the effect is concentrated in traditionally privileged groups, 
such as white and college graduates tenants. We address the potential policy endogeneity with 
an instrumental variable that captures neighborhood-level rent-stabilized units’ relative vacancy 
when the tenant moves in. We develop a job-search model with rent stabilization that 
rationalizes the disincentive mechanism behind this effect. The model suggests heterogeneous 
effects across groups of workers which are confirmed empirically. 
 
Rising housing costs can also affect firms’ behaviors. To induce firms to relocate and bring 
economic development benefits to the local community, 35 states in the United States have used 
property tax abatement. In “Impact of Property Tax Abatement Incentives on Economic Growth” 
(Economic Development Quarterly, 2020, joint with Tammy Leonard, Lei Zhang, and Connor 
Reed), we examine the employment impact of property tax abatement incentives, using a sample 
of 45 industries in 43 cities. We find property tax abatement incentives were positively associated 
with employment growth, but only in the early years when the abatement policies were still new. 
We also explored heterogeneity in these results among industries. Property tax abatements 
targeting service industries, which are less likely to benefit from automation improvements, were 
associated with larger employment gains.  
 
Continuing in this line of research, I explore other hidden effects of expensive housing. For 
example, in “More Credit, Fewer Babies? The Effect of Bank Credit Expansion on Fertility" (wor 
in progress, U.S. Census Research Data Center Project), I show that expensive housing caused 



by land-use regulations and banking mortgage credit expansion has a sharp and persistent 
negative effect on marriage and childbirth among renters. 
 

1.2 Housing Wealth Effect 

Housing wealth is the most important component of a household’s portfolio and has been linked 
to household consumption in many studies. My paper “Housing Wealth as Precautionary Savings: 
Evidence from Urban China”  (Journal of Financial and Quantitative Analysis, 2022, joint with 
Gary Painter and Ninghua Zhong) provides new evidence on the housing wealth effect on 
consumption using household panel data in urban China. A key advantage in studying the Chinese 
housing market is the absence of the collateral channel because households are prohibited from 
withdrawing housing equity. Instead, we provide evidence that supports housing wealth as 
precautionary saving stocks by showing that the marginal propensity to consume is the largest 
among employees who face greater income uncertainty. Those results suggest that housing price 
fluctuations can transmit into the economy not only by affecting household borrowing capacities 
(as identified in the previous literature) but also by affecting household precautionary savings. 
Overlooking this channel could result in inaccurate consumption forecasts, particularly among 
households that face substantial risks. Closely related, in “Urban Housing Privatization and 
Household Saving in China (Journal of Housing Economics, 2020, joint with Binkai Chen and 
Ninghua Zhong), we show that a housing reform in the 1990s in China which abolished public 
housing in urban China has increased the saving rates among previous public housing tenants 
using a household-level survey data in China. More recently, in “Housing Wealth as 
Precautionary Saving: Evidence from a Regression Discontinuity Design” (work in progress, 
2022, joint with Ninghua Zhong), we adopt an alternative empirical strategy to further identify 
the role of housing wealth as precautionary savings by exploring discontinuity in house size 
generated by Chinese housing policies.  
 
Housing wealth can also affect the female labor supply. In “Property Tax Limits and Female Labor 
Supply: Evidence from the Housing Boom and Bust” (Journal of Housing Economics, 2020, 
joint with Shimeng Liu), we investigate whether and how property tax limits impact female labor 
supply during the housing boom and bust. Theory predicts that property tax limits increase 
housing wealth during the housing boom and decrease housing wealth during the bust periods, 
leading to opposite effects on labor supply during the boom and bust periods. Exploiting 
exogenous variation of housing market conditions in the housing boom and bust and geographic 
changes of property tax limits in the cross-state Combined Statistical Areas, we test the theory 
and find that property tax limits reduced female labor force participation during the housing 
boom (2005-2006) as predicted. In contrast, the impact of property tax limits on female labor 
force participation during the housing bust (2008-2009) is always positive but not statistically 
significant in most specifications. These results are consistent with our model and provide new 
evidence of housing-wealth effects on the labor market. 
 



1.3 Housing-Immobility Effect 

Besides the housing wealth effect, housing can cause immobility and therefore labor market 
inefficiency among homeowners. The collapse of the 2000s housing boom has intensified this 
immobility effect by making an unprecedented number of homeowners owe more on their 
mortgages than their homes are currently worth. These homeowners generally cannot sell their 
homes and move without incurring significant losses on their homes, possibly leading to a “lock-
in” effect reducing geographic mobility and therefore the recovery of the economy. In “The Effect 
of Home Ownership on Post-unemployment Wages” (Regional Science and Urban Economics, 
2019), I show that homeownership reduces post-unemployment wages by reducing mobility 
using the Survey of Income Program Participation (SIPP), a longitudinal survey of U.S. households. 
This negative wage effect is robust after using state-level mortgage interest deductions as an 
instrument for homeownership status. particularly evident when the unemployed homeowner is 
located in either a declining housing market or a distressed labor market. These results 
complement the literature which has focused on testing whether housing immobility creates 
labor market friction by increasing unemployment rates and prolonging unemployment 
durations. 
 
Continuing in this line of research, in “Homeownership, Housing Wealth, and Household Labor 
Market Outcomes: Evidence from Geographically Linked Microdata” (work in progress, 2022, 
U.S. Census Research Data Center Project), I study how homeownership and housing wealth 
affect household labor market outcomes such as geographic mobility and wage dynamic 
associated with mobility using a confidential version of the SIPP with geographic code at the 
county level. The project has been approved by the Dallas-Fort Worth Federal Statistical Research 
Data Center (DFW FSRDC) since January 2021. To address the endogeneity issue of 
homeownership and housing wealth, I adopt novel instrumental variables that capture 
exogenous expansion in mortgage credit induced by banking deregulation.  
 

1.4 Property rights 

Finally, housing provides property rights. Though in most of today’s developed countries, women 
enjoy the same property rights as men, this has not always been the case in history or even today 
in some developing countries. What are the economic impacts of the expansion of women’s 
property rights? My paper “Property Division Law and Investment in Household Public Goods: 
Evidence from China” (working paper, joint with Emma Zang and Zitong Wang) finds that 
inequality in gender property rights reduces female fertility leading to economic inefficiency. We 
explore the effect of a legal change in China that altered the property division rule upon divorce, 
from an equal-division regime to a title-based one. We compared birth rates of affected and 
unaffected families before and after the legal change using a difference-in-differences design, 
and find that title-based property division decreased birth rates. These results are consistent with 
the theory that title-based property division can reduce the commitment value of marriage and 
subsequently reduce household investments in public goods. 
 
 
 



2. Chinese Economy (non-housing related topics) 

Since the market reforms in 1978, China’s economy has experienced rapid growth. My research 
uncovers that the Chinese government has been taking an active position in shaping local 
business.  In “Market Facilitation by Local Government and Firm Efficiency: Evidence from China 
(Journal of Corporate Finance, 2017, joint with Robert Cull, Lixin Xu, Li-An Zhou, Tian Zhu), we 
identify two specific roles of local governments in China based on a large survey of Chinese Firms. 
The first is an informational role in which local governments provide helpful contacts or 
information on products, technologies, or market opportunities. The second is a financial role in 
which the local government helps businesses secure bank loans. In the second area of study, I 
find that environmentally friendly policies by the Chinese government usually face resistance 
from firms. In “Environmental Compliance and Firm Performance: Evidence from China” 
(Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics, 2012, joint with Yang Yao), we find that certification 
of the ISO14000 has a significantly positive impact on firms’ profitability through increasing per-
worker sales and market shares, which suggest an alternative mechanism for the Porter 
hypothesis in the context of a developing economy. 
 
Besides affecting the firm behaviors, the Chinese government puts relative strict residency rules 
which create a large number of children who are left behind in rural areas by parents who are 
migrating for work in urban areas. My paper, “Parental Migration, Investment in Children, and 
Children’s Non-cognitive Development: Evidence from Rural China” (reject and revise, Journal 
of Human Resource, joint with Hanchen Jiang), finds that parental migration has a significant 
negative effect on left-behind children’s non-cognitive development, while previous literature 
has focused on children’s educational outcomes and cognitive achievements. We use 
longitudinal data of children in rural China and adopt labor market conditions in destination 
provinces as instrumental variables for parental endogenous migration choice. We test four 
different mechanisms of how parental migration affects child development including parental 
financial inputs, parental time inputs, household bargaining, and children’s time input. Our 
results provide insights into the relative importance of different mechanisms in determining the 
effect of parental migration on children’s non-cognitive skill formation. 
 
Conclusion 
To sum up, my research shows that housing policies, such as land-use regulations, rent 
regulations, property tax abatement, and homeownership promotion policies, have unexpected 
but substantial effects on a wide range of economic outcomes, including the efficiency of spatial 
labor allocation, individual unemployment and wage, and household consumption. These results 
advance the understanding of housing market dynamics and housing policies from a more 
comprehensive perspective. At the same time, my research recovers several unique features of 
China’s economy, which are essential to explain its current growth and predict its future 
development. Looking forward, I plan to continue my current research agenda by exploring 
alternative estimation methods to better identify the causal effect of housing prices and policies 
and by exploring additional hidden effects such as on marriage and children as well as gender 
and racial inequality. 
 


