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ABSTRACT Chinese local governments have been confronted with the challenge of declining sociopolitical trust
in recent years. Based on the survey data of 348 villages in rural China, this paper investigates how the provision
of public services influences the sociopolitical trust of Chinese rural residents. The multiple regression analysis
indicates that government performance of providing public services has become a new important foundation of
sociopolitical trust of Chinese rural population in addition to other traditional factors such as authoritarian values,
ideological propaganda, and economic development. Chinese local governments should take effective measures to
retain sociopolitical trust by providing better public services to their residents.
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INTRODUCTION

Significance of Study

Sociopolitical trust refers to people’s faith in
their government in a society. A higher level of
sociopolitical trust will ensure more support for
government policies. It is believed that sociopolit-
ical trust can enhance the legitimacy of a govern-
ment and improve the effectiveness of governance.

Chinese society has been undergoing a pro-
found economic and social transformation since
1978. Retaining sociopolitical trust  is regarded
as extremely important for Chinese government
to launch its ambitious reform policies while
maintaining social stability.

However, empirical studies based on sam-
pling surveys (Li 2004; Hu 2007; Xiao and Wang
2010; Lu and Xiao 2015) demonstrate that al-
though Chinese governments at higher levels
such as central and provincial governments usu-
ally gain positive assessments and plenty of
sociopolitical trust from the public, lower-level
governments such as county and township gov-
ernments, which serve as basic units of policy
implementation are confronting the challenge of
declining sociopolitical trust.

To explain the decreasing sociopolitical trust
of Chinese people, it is necessary to explore the
origins of sociopolitical trust. Current research

on this topic follows two approaches, that is,
cultural approach and institutional approach.
Cultural approach focuses on a set of cultural
factors, including social trust, authoritarian val-
ues, traditional culture, and ideological mobiliza-
tion (Chen 2000, 2004; Shi 2001; Ma 2007;
Kennedy 2009; Yang and Tang 2010; Meng and
Yang 2012; Huhe et al. 2015). Institutional ap-
proach suggests that government performance
has become a new important origin of Chinese
people’s sociopolitical trust in the society, which
is undergoing rapid economic and social trans-
formations (Ma 2007; Hu 2007; Yang and Tang
2010; Park 2015; Xu 2015; Wang 2015).

The study of the origins of sociopolitical
trust of Chinese rural residents has great theo-
retical and political implications for researchers
as well as for government officials. On the one
hand, it will contribute to the current debate on
the sources of sociopolitical trust in such transi-
tional society as China, which is faced with the
challenge of declining sociopolitical trust. On the
other hand, this sort of study will facilitate the
efforts of Chinese local governments to retain
people’s sociopolitical trust if they know where
the trust comes from.

Objectives of the Study

In recent years, the Chinese government has
begun to transform its governance pattern from
economic development-oriented to social devel-
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opment-oriented and paid more attention to the
provision of public services (Lu 2014; Yu and
Quan 2016). In rural China, the government has
initiated a series of public services and social
welfare projects such as free rural compulsory
education, new rural cooperative medical pro-
grams, and rural public culture services. Will these
projects improve sociopolitical trust of rural resi-
dents? Is there any other factor on which rural
residents’ sociopolitical trust is based in addition
to government’s performance. Although these
questions are of enormous significance, current
literature has no clear answer to them and few
studies of this sort are based on systematic prob-
ability samples of rural residents that could gen-
erate robust and conclusive findings.

This paper is intended to fill the gap of cur-
rent research and shed some light on the origins
of sociopolitical trust of Chinese rural residents.
The researchers will first introduce methods
adopted in this paper and discuss the survey
data, which the empirical studies rely on. Sec-
ond, the researchers are going to review the ex-
isting discussions about the origins of Chinese
people’s sociopolitical trust and generate hy-
potheses, which are inspected in the following
sections. Then, the researchers will discuss the
measurement of dependent and independent
variables in the regression models. Fourth, the
researchers will report the results of regression
models and discuss findings from the empirical
studies. Finally, the researchers will conclude the
paper with some meaningful findings and pro-
vide some recommendations to improve socio-
political trust of Chinese rural residents in the
future.

MATERIAL  AND  METHODS

Sample and Survey

The data used in this paper was from a na-
tionwide public opinion survey conducted from
July 2014 to August 2014. The survey was based
on a probability sample of 348 rural villages in
China. This probability sample was derived from
a multistage sampling strategy. At the first stage
of sampling, nine provinces were randomly
picked, namely, Hunan, Hebei, Shan’xi, Gansu,
Guangdong, Zhejiang, Beijing, Heilongjiang and
Shan’dong. At the second stage, five county-
level units (Xian) were randomly selected in each

sampled province. At the third stage, eight vil-
lages were randomly selected from each sampled
county-level unit. Overall, 360 villages were cho-
sen as the probability sample. A two-step inter-
view was implemented in the 360 sampled villag-
es. However, due to various reasons the re-
searchers only completed the two-step interview
in 348 villages.

First, 3698 households were randomly cho-
sen from 348 villages, with each village yielding
10 or 11 households. Then, one individual was
selected randomly from each of the 3698 house-
holds as the interviewee. These 3698 inter-
viewees were asked about such questions as so-
ciopolitical trust, evaluation of public culture ser-
vices, authoritarian values, and their patterns of
using media. Second, village leaders such as di-
rectors of the Villagers’ Committees and Party sec-
retaries of the village branches were chosen from
each of 348 sampled villages. These village lead-
ers were asked about such questions as village
contextual facts, economic development, village
budget, public goods provision, and their self-
evaluation. Two separate databases were gener-
ated from this two-step interview. One was based
on individual villagers’ responses and the other
one was based on village leaders’ responses.

Like many other public opinion surveys that
have been conducted in Mainland China, this
survey produces two kinds of results, that is,
descriptive and relational (Manion 1994). These
results can offer important insights for the study
of sociopolitical trust in rural China. First, al-
though the descriptive results from this survey,
for example, the level of sociopolitical trust at
county and township level, may change over time,
they do help to establish some necessary statis-
tical baselines for subsequent studies on this
topic. These baselines are especially useful and
important, since representative-sample survey
studies of this sort are scarce.

Second, since most of these relationships are
generic in nature (Manion 1994; Walder 1998),
the survey’s relational findings regarding the
impacts of cultural and institutional factors on
sociopolitical trust at county and township lev-
els should capture the fundamental causal rela-
tionship between them. Therefore, the data from
this survey can have broad implications for the
understanding of the level and origins of socio-
political trust among Chinese rural residents.
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Case of Rural Public Culture Service Project

With the great transformation of Chinese
society, the origins of sociopolitical trust have
become diversified and originated more from
such modern factors such as economic perfor-
mance and the provision of public service than
from traditional factors such as authoritarian
values. This paper is going to adopt the project
of rural public culture service as an indicator to
explore whether the provision of public services
has a significant impact on rural residents’ so-
ciopolitical trust.

The project of rural public culture service has
become an essential part of economic and social
development strategies proposed by Chinese
governments at various levels. The project is
usually defined as the activity led by the gov-
ernment for the purpose of popularization of cul-
tural knowledge, promotion of advanced culture,
provision of mental nourishment, and protection
of cultural rights of rural residents (Zhang and Li
2011).

The project of rural public culture service
consists of rural bookstores, cultural entertain-
ment rooms, rural movie projection, and cultur-
al information resources sharing. Rural book-
stores are set up by administrative villages and
managed by rural residents. The purpose of these
facilities is to satisfy cultural needs of rural resi-
dents through providing books, newspapers,
magazines, videos and electronic readings. Cul-
tural entertainment rooms are places where ru-
ral residents organize their culture and sports
activities and develop various artistic training
programs. Rural movie projection, also called
“2131 Project”, is a key to improve rural culture
and satisfy the increasing cultural demands of
rural residents by developing rural movie indus-
try. The program of cultural resources sharing
adopts modern technology to gather cultural in-
formation and resources, and share them among
all villages through cable networks.

The Chinese government has attached great
importance to the project of rural public culture
service and claimed it integrate into the national
“Five-year Plan” of economic and social devel-
opment. Almost all local governments have built
various infrastructures to enhance the quality of
public culture services provided for their resi-
dents. Therefore, the project of rural public cul-
ture service is a good indicator to assess rural

residents’ satisfaction on the quality of public
services provided by local governments.

OBSERVATIONS  AND  DISCUSSION

Theoretical Discussion and Hypothesis

Approaches to the Study of the Origins of
Sociopolitical Trust

There are two competitive approaches to ex-
plain the origins of sociopolitical trust, that is,
cultural approach and institutional approach
(Muller 1970; Muller and Jukam 1977; Muller and
Williams 1980; Finifter and Mickiewicz 1992;
Mishler and Rose 2001). From the perspective of
cultural approach, sociopolitical trust is assumed
to be exogenous and originates from long-exist-
ing and deep-rooted interpersonal trust, which
is embedded in cultural traditions and spreads
through political socialization. However, institu-
tional approach suggests that sociopolitical trust
is politically endogenous and determined by
public evaluation on political systems and gov-
ernment performance (Mishler and Rose 2001).

Cultural Approach

The cultural approach focuses on a set of
cultural factors, including social trust, authori-
tarian values, traditional culture, and ideological
mobilization (Chen 2000, 2004; Shi 2001; Ma 2007;
Kennedy 2009; Yang and Tang 2010; Meng and
Yang 2012; Huhe et al. 2015). For example, Hu
Rong’s study on urban residents in the city of
Xia’men shows that the level of social trust in-
cluding trust among acquaintances based on
universalism as well as trust among friends and
relatives based on particularism exerts a positive
effect on the enhancement of sociopolitical trust
(Hu et al. 2011). Huhe and his associates also
argue that social trust especially particularized
trust will facilitate the provision of public goods
and services in rural China and contribute to the
formation of sociopolitical trust (Huhe et al. 2015).

Meanwhile, Ma Deyong’s analysis on eight
countries and regions in East Asia (including
Mainland China) indicates that authoritarian val-
ues are important factors to explain the origin of
sociopolitical trust. According to his study, the
value of authoritarianism increases sociopoliti-
cal trust in each political system. In comparison
with social trust, authoritarian values are more
influential in shaping people’s sociopolitical trust
(Ma 2007).
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Shi Tianjin’s study of cultural values shows
that traditional culture is a key factor to explain
the origin of sociopolitical trust. In both Main-
land China and Taiwan, people with traditional
culture tend to have a high level of sociopolitical
trust (Shi 2001). Yang Qing and Tang Wenfang’s
study also supports the argument that tradition-
al cultural values make significant contributions
to Chinese people’s sociopolitical trust (Yang and
Tang 2010).

In addition, ideological mobilization may also
exert a strong impact on sociopolitical trust of
Chinese people. Studies by John Kennedy and
Wang Zhengxiang indicate that traditional mass
media, which is used by the Chinese govern-
ment as propaganda tool, has a positive influ-
ence on Chinese people’s sociopolitical trust
(Kennedy 2009; Wang 2009). However, with the
rapid development of new social media such as
miniblog (weibo) and wechat (weixin) govern-
ment control on conventional media has been
gradually weakened. Because of the existence of
new social media, it is more difficult for the Chi-
nese government to obtain sociopolitical trust
through traditional ideological indoctrination
than before.

Institutional Approach

Many scholars point out that the institution-
al approach, which suggests government per-
formance has a significant influence on people’s
sociopolitical trust wins more empirical and con-
sistent support than the cultural approach does
(Wang 2005; Hu 2007; Ma 2007; Yang and Tang
2010; Park 2015; Xu 2015; Wang 2015).

Government performance mainly comprises
of three dimensions, that is, economic perfor-
mance, political performance, and public service
performance. Economic performance is reflected
by such macroeconomic factors as economic
growth rate, unemployment rate, inflation, and
individual economic conditions including dispos-
able income and living standards. Political per-
formance is evaluated by rule of law, protection
of citizen rights, and political transparency (Xiong
2010). Public service performance is associated
with people’s wellbeing (minsheng) and social
welfare.

Munro and his associates find out that polit-
ical performance evaluated by political liberty and
rule of law exerts more positive impacts on Chi-
nese people’s trust in government than econom-

ic performance does (Munro et al. 2013). Meng
and his colleague reveal that in comparison with
economic performance, public service perfor-
mance has more influence on Chinese people’s
sociopolitical trust (Meng and Yang 2012). Xu’s
study also focuses on the challenge of declining
sociopolitical trust in Chinese society and sug-
gests that a service-oriented government will
improve people’s sociopolitical trust (Xu 2015).

Furthermore, according to the experiences of
Western societies such factors, as satisfaction
in political system and political contact can also
become the origins of sociopolitical trust. It is
argued that the level of satisfaction in the polit-
ical system can exert a downward “penetration”
effect on sociopolitical trust.

In Western democracies the public have more
trust in local congress representatives and gov-
ernment officials than in the central government,
because they contact local representatives and
officials most frequently. However, in the Chi-
nese society, people’s political contact with their
local governments seems to have negative ef-
fects on their sociopolitical trust.

In recent years, the Chinese society has
faced many challenges such as environmental
deterioration, food safety and the decay of rural
community. Chinese people’s dissatisfaction to-
wards their local governments has been aggra-
vated, and the scale and intensity of collective
petitions and mass disturbance continued to in-
crease (Cui et al. 2015). Hu Rong’s study shows
that the higher level of authorities rural residents
appeal to the less trust they have in their local gov-
ernments (Hu 2007). Instead of positive impacts on
the formation of people’s sociopolitical trust, cur-
rent political contact between local governments
and its residents has left the residents with bad
impressions of local governments and weakened
the sociopolitical trust of Chinese people.

Hypotheses

Previous discussions suggest that the so-
ciopolitical trust of Chinese people has various
origins including authoritarian values, ideologi-
cal mobilization, and government performance.
However, the relevance of each origin seems to
evolve over time. The impact of such factors as
traditional culture, ideology, and economic per-
formance is declining and the provision of pub-
lic services has become extremely influential in
shaping people’s sociopolitical trust in contem-
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porary Chinese society. Based on above discus-
sions, the researchers suggest following testing
hypotheses:

H1: The origins of sociopolitical trust of Chi-
nese rural residents are diversified, including au-
thoritarian values, ideological mobilization, eco-
nomic performance, and political performance.

H2: Compared with other factors such as au-
thoritarian values and ideological mobilization,
the provision of public service has become the
most important factor to influence the formation
of rural residents’ sociopolitical trust.

The Measurement of Dependent and
Independent Variables

The Measurement of Dependent Variables

The dependent variable in this paper is the
sociopolitical trust of Chinese people. David
Easton’s framework about diffuse support and
specific support exerts significant influence on
the measurement of sociopolitical trust. The dif-
fuse support deals with basic values and princi-
ples of political community and government,
while the specific support is related to the spe-
cific policies implemented by the government,
main organizations, or incumbents of the gov-
ernment (Easton 1965, 1975, 1976). Pappa Norris
refines Easton’s framework and applies it in his
study of sociopolitical trust. He subdivides so-
ciopolitical trust into five dimensions, namely,
community (political community), system (regime
principle), performance (government perfor-
mance), organization (government organization),
and leader (politician) (Norris 1999). This mea-
surement of sociopolitical trust assumes that its
objectives have sufficient knowledge about their
political system. Although it has been widely
used in comparative studies across countries,
this measurement is hardly applied in researches
on sociopolitical trust of Chinese people due to
the fact that a large part of the Chinese popula-
tion, especially rural residents, either hesitate to
be explicit about their real evaluations on the
political system or have a lack of adequate polit-
ical knowledge to make a comprehensive assess-
ment on their government.

The Chinese political system is a unitary sys-
tem, which consists of five levels of governments
(central, provincial, municipal, county and town-
ship). A practical way adopted by many scholars

to measure sociopolitical trust in Chinese soci-
ety is to evaluate people’s trust in governments
at different levels (Cui et al. 2015; Huhe et al.
2015; Lu and Xiao 2015). In this paper, the re-
searchers are going to employ this measurement
and survey rural residents’ trust at four levels of
the governments including central, provincial,
county, and township.

The Measurement of Independent Variables

The independent variables of this paper con-
sist of two groups of variables. The first group is
cultural variables such as social trust, authori-
tarian values, and ideological mobilization.

To evaluate the level of social trust of rural
residents, the researchers asked respondents the
following question, “Generally speaking, do
you agree that most people can be trusted?”
Respondents were asked to answer this ques-
tion on a 10-point scale, with 1 indicating “strong-
ly disagree” and 10 referring to “strongly agree.”

To explore rural residents’ authoritarian val-
ues, the researchers designed a statement that
“Ordinary citizens like me shall give more re-
spect to political authority and follow its or-
der.” Respondents were invited to evaluate this
statement on a 5-point scale, with 1 indicating
“strongly disagree” and 5 referring to “strongly
agree.”

Then, the researchers adopt two indicators,
that is, the frequency of watching Chinese Cen-
tral Television (CCTV) news and the frequency
of reading People’s Daily, to measure the extent
of ideological mobilization. Two questions were
asked, “How often do you watch CCTV news?”
and “How often do you read People’s Daily?”
The researchers asked respondents to answer
both questions on a 5-point scale with 5 indicat-
ing “almost every day”, 4 indicating “if I have
time, I will”, 3 indicating “sometimes”, 2 indicat-
ing “very little”, and 1 indicating “never.”

The second group of independent variables
is institutional variables such as the living stan-
dard, life satisfaction, political system satisfac-
tion, and political contact. To measure the living
standard of rural residents, the researchers asked
the following question, “Comparing with five
years ago, how do you evaluate your current
living standard?” Answers to this question are
integrated into a 5-point scale, with 5 indicating
“improving a lot”, 4 indicating “improving some”,
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3 indicating “no change”, 2 indicating “worsen-
ing some”, and 1 indicating “worsening a lot.”

To detect rural residents’ life satisfaction, the
researchers invited respondents to answer the
question, “Please tell me whether you are hap-
py with your current life?” on a 5-point scale
with 5 indicating “very happy”, 4 indicating “hap-
py”, 3 indicating “so-so”, 2 indicating “unhap-
py”, and 1 indicating “very unhappy.”

To assess rural respondents’ political sys-
tem satisfaction, the researchers invited respon-
dents to comment on the following statement, “I
believe the current socialist political system is
the best system for China” on a 5-point scale
from 1 indicating “strongly disagree” to 5 refer-
ring to “strongly agree”.

Finally, the variable of political contact is
measured through following question, “Have
you contacted local government officials?” Re-
spondents were asked to answer this question
on a 3-point scale, with 3 indicating “very of-
ten”, 2 indicating “sometimes”, and 1 indicating
“never.”

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

The Level of Sociopolitical Trust of Rural
Residents

As discussed before, the sociopolitical trust
of Chinese rural residents is measured by their
trust at four levels of governments. The survey

questionnaire designs a measurement scale from
1 to 9 with 1 representing minimum trust and 9
representing maximum trust. The interviewed
rural residents were invited to evaluate their trust
in governments at central, provincial, county, and
township levels using the measurement scale
from 1 to 9.

The results of measurement on sociopoliti-
cal trust at four levels of governments are indi-
cated in Figure 1, which reveals that Chinese ru-
ral residents’ trust at four levels of governments
is different. The central government wins the
highest level of trust from rural residents. 48.6
percent of rural residents grade their trust in the
central government as “9 (maximum trust)” and
the average trust score towards the central gov-
ernment is 7.77. Few rural residents express “dis-
trust (from 1 to 4)” for the central government.

The average score of rural residents’ trust in
provincial governments is 7.25. This result is low-
er than the trust in the central government but
higher than the trust in county governments (av-
erage score is 6.29). The trust in township gov-
ernments is the lowest and 28.8 percent of rural
residents express “distrust” in their township
governments.

 The results suggest that acting as the ele-
mentary units in policy implementation and gov-
ernance, Chinese local governments at both
county and township levels are confronted with
the challenge of declining sociopolitical trust. In
order to maintain legitimacy and social stability,

Fig. 1. Socio-political trust at four levels of governments (%)

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Average Score:
Central Government, 7.77
Provincial Government, 725
Country Government, 6.29
Township Government, 5.72

Central Government                  Provincial Government

Country Government                 Township Government

1. Minimum 2                       3                        4                      5                        6                      7                       8           9. Maximum
    Trust        Trust



SOCIOPOLITICAL TRUST IN RURAL CHINA 475

Chinese local governments should take concrete
measures to improve the level of sociopolitical
trust of rural residents.

The Origins of Socio-political Trust

The Influence of Socio-demographic
Characters

To explore the origins of sociopolitical trust
of rural residents, the researchers ran a series of
multiple regression models and reported their
results in Table 1. In these models, the depen-
dent variable is rural residents’ trust in county
and township governments and such socio-de-
mographic characters as gender, age, level of
education, and communist party memberships
are also included as control variables.

The results in Table 1 suggest that socio-de-
mographic variables such as gender, age, level of
education, and party membership can significant-

ly affect the level of sociopolitical trust in county
and township governments. Older generation of
rural residents tend to have higher level of socio-
political trust. Residents with better education are
less likely to have faith in both county and town-
ship governments. Residents, as communist par-
ty members, tend to have higher level of sociopo-
litical trust in their local governments.

However, if these socio-demographic char-
acters are operated as sole independent variables,
the coefficients of determination (Adjusted R
Square) of two models are 0.023 and 0.021, re-
spectively. That means the regression model,
which only includes socio-demographic charac-
ters as independent variables can explain a vari-
ation of 2.3 percent and 2.1 percent of sociopo-
litical trust in county and township governments.
Therefore, it is necessary to introduce more sig-
nificant independent variables to improve the
explanatory power of regression models.

Table 1: Multiple Regression Analysis: The origins of socio-political trust in local governments

             Model I               Model II

Socio-political trust in county    Socio-political trust in
             government    township government

       b     beta       B   beta

Socio-demographic Characters
  Gender1 -0.072 -0.017 -0.189** -0.037
  Age 0.008*** 0.055 0.011*** 0.063
  Level of education2 -0.160*** -0.063 -0.124** -0.041
  Communist Party membership3 0.307*** 0.050 0.314** 0.043
Cultural Variables:
  Social trust 0.218*** 0.129 0.214*** 0.108
  Authoritarian value 0.234*** 0.088 0.213*** 0.068
  Ideological mobilization
  Watching CCTV news -0.031 -0.017 -0.068* -0.033
  Reading People’s Daily 0.152*** 0.080 0.184*** 0.082
Institutional Variables
  Economic performance
  Life satisfaction 0.078 0.027 0.127** 0.037
  Improvement of living standard 0.253*** 0.093 0.331*** 0.103
  Political performance
  Political system satisfaction 0.245*** 0.089 0.154** 0.048
  Political contact -0.269*** -0.081 -0.315*** -0.080
  Public service performance
  Overall satisfaction in rural public culture service 0.507*** 0.240 0.693*** 0.280
  Adjusted R Square 0.175 0.173
  N 3190 3190

Note: * p< 0.01; ** p< 0.05; *** p< 0.01; b = unstandardized coefficient; beta = standardized coefficient.
1 Female = 0; Male = 1.
2 No education at all = 1; Elementary school = 2; Middle school = 3; High School and above = 4.
3The researchers asked respondents to answer the following question: “Are you a member of Communist party?
non-party Member = 0; party Member = 1.”
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The Impact of Cultural Variables

The next step of multiple analyses is to in-
clude cultural variables such as social trust, au-
thoritarian values, and ideological mobilization.
When these cultural variables are included, the
coefficients of determination (Adjusted R
Square) in two models raises to 8.7 percent and
6.5 percent, respectively. These models can ex-
plain a variation of 8.7 percent and 6.5 percent of
sociopolitical trust in county and township gov-
ernment. Therefore, new models with cultural
factors are significantly superior to original mod-
els based on socio-demographic characters.

Such results support previous discussions
about the impacts of social trust and authoritari-
an values on sociopolitical trust of Chinese peo-
ple. Social trust may “spill over” upward to influ-
ence people’s sociopolitical trust (Huhe et al. 2015;
Park 2015). Meanwhile, authoritarian values can
also facilitate the development of sociopolitical
trust in local governments (Chi 2015). Rural resi-
dents with strong authoritarian values are more
likely to have a higher level of sociopolitical trust
in both county and township governments.

Besides, special attention should be paid to
the influence of ideological mobilization on so-
ciopolitical trust. As discussed before, the ex-
tent of ideological mobilization is measured by
the frequency of watching Chinese Central Tele-
vision (CCTV) news and the frequency of read-
ing People’s Daily. The analytical results indi-
cate that the effect of watching CCTV news on
sociopolitical trust is not very strong (no statis-
tical significance for county government) and
may be negative on sociopolitical trust towards
both county and township governments. Such
findings deviate from the conventional assump-
tions of mobilization theory.

Tang Wenfang’s study of Chinese mass me-
dia may provide some insights to understand
the negative impact of watching CCTV news
(Tang 2005). Tang suggests that although Chi-
nese party-state has relaxed its regulations on
mass media in recent years, it maintains rigorous
policies for political news involving higher lev-
els of governments. Scandals about local gov-
ernments are frequently reported in central me-
dia such as CCTV news, while negative news
about the central government is still under strict
control. Such strategy of using local governments
as a scapegoat has been regarded as an impor-

tant governing tool for Chinese government to
acquire legitimacy.

Compared with the variable of watching
CCTV news, the variable of reading People’s
Daily exerts a positive effect on sociopolitical
trust in both county and township governments.
The explanation of this result is that the regula-
tions on People’s Daily are different from those
on CCTV news. Although the regulations on
CCTV of reporting negative news about local
government have been loosened, the regulations
on People’s Daily are still very strict and only
positive news is allowed. Positive news will con-
tribute to improve people’s sociopolitical trust
although the influences are limited among shrink-
ing readers of People’s Daily. In the survey, only
2.5 percent of respondents claim that they read
People’s Daily every day.

The Impact of Institutional Variables

The final step of multiple analyses is to in-
clude institutional variables such as improvement
of living standard, life satisfaction, political sys-
tem satisfaction, political contact, and public
service performance, which is measured by over-
all satisfaction in rural public culture service.
When these institutional variables are included
in the models, the coefficients of determination
(Adjusted R Square) reach 17.5 percent and 17.3
percent, respectively. That means the step of
adding institutional variables marks the most sig-
nificant improvement of overall explanatory pow-
er of the models. Compared with cultural vari-
ables (the coefficients of determination are 8.7
percent and 6.5 percent, respectively), institu-
tional variables exert more significant effects on
sociopolitical trust in both county and township
governments.

Rural residents’ life satisfaction has no sig-
nificant effect on sociopolitical trust in county
government. But the assessment of improvement
of living standard in the past five years has sig-
nificant impact on sociopolitical trust in both
county and township governments.

Rural residents’ satisfaction of political sys-
tem can exert significant positive effect on so-
ciopolitical trust in local governments. However,
comparing the standardized coefficients of these
models, the researchers find out that the effects
of system satisfaction on sociopolitical trust at
county level are more significant than those at
township level. This result may suggest that the
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“penetration effect” of system satisfaction into
people’s sociopolitical trust is more obvious at
county level than at township level. As Fukuya-
ma points out, “penetration effect” of political
system satisfaction is limited by “trust radium”
(Fukuyama 1995). Governments at higher levels
usually gain more sociopolitical trust than gov-
ernments at lower levels (Lu and Xiao 2015).

In China, political contact between rural res-
idents and local governments is not satisfactory
due to certain institutional barriers in the current
political system (Cui 2015; Wang 2015; Xu 2015).
The results of the models suggest that political
contact between rural residents and local gov-
ernments leads to the decline of sociopolitical
trust. More frequently people contact local gov-
ernment officials due to the lower sociopolitical
trust they have in local governments.

Finally, the public service performance, which
is measured by the overall satisfaction in rural
public culture services plays the most signifi-
cant role in improving sociopolitical trust in both
county and township governments. The value
of standardized coefficient for county govern-
ment is 0.24 and the value of standardized coef-
ficient for township government is 0.28.

Subjective Assessment of Public Culture
Service and Sociopolitical Trust

In this section, the researchers aim to dis-
cuss the relationship between subjective assess-
ment on public culture services and sociopoliti-
cal trust in local governments. Recent studies
on sociopolitical trust in China reveal that the
provision of public goods and services will im-
prove the people’s evaluation on their govern-
ments and enhance their sociopolitical trust (Park
2015; Wang 2015; Xu 2015). Therefore, it is ex-
pected that positive assessments on four major

projects of public culture services may improve
rural residents’ sociopolitical trust in local gov-
ernments, which are providers of rural public
culture services. The researchers ran a series of
bi-variable analyses between rural residents’
overall satisfaction on projects of public culture
services and their sociopolitical trust in both
county and township governments.

As Table 2 reveals, all correlation coefficients
are significant and reach one percent statistical
significance. In other words, rural residents’ over-
all satisfaction on four major projects of rural
public culture services has significant influence
on their sociopolitical trust. Rural residents’ pos-
itive assessment on public culture services will
improve sociopolitical trust in local governments.
Among these four major projects, the satisfac-
tion on cultural entertainment rooms suggests
the highest correlation coefficient with sociopo-
litical trust because compared with other projects
the project of cultural entertainment rooms is
further developed and operating well in practice.
Furthermore, cultural entertainment rooms have
multiple functions and they can satisfy diverse
cultural needs of rural residents.

In the survey, the researchers also investi-
gated the implementation of projects of rural
public culture services through the availability
of facilities, rural residents’ satisfaction in these
projects, and overall satisfaction in public cul-
ture services. 32.8 percent of rural residents are
satisfied with overall public culture services.
However, 21.2 percent of rural residents state that
they are dissatisfied with the construction and
operation of projects of public culture services.
Among four projects of rural public culture ser-
vices, cultural information resources sharing pro-
gram wins the highest rating from rural residents
(including somewhat satisfied and satisfied) and
projects of rural bookstores and movie projec-
tion attain relatively lower level of satisfaction.

Table 2: Correlation between rural residents’ satisfaction in rural public culture service and their
socio-political trust

    Rural    Cultural Rural movie    Cultural  Overall
bookstores  entertainment   projection  information satisfaction

      rooms     project    resources
    sharing
     project

Trust in county government 0.328** 0.373** 0.173** 0.233** 0.320**

Trust in township government 0.337** 0.398** 0.172** 0.302** 0.354**

**: Statistical significance reaching 1% (two-tailed test)
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The results of Figure 2 suggest that although
rural residents in general are satisfied with pub-
lic culture services, residents in those areas
where infrastructures of public culture services
have not been established or not been put into
use show dissatisfaction with their public cul-
ture services. Therefore, the implementation of
rural public culture service projects needs to be
further enhanced. The efficiency and quality of
rural public culture services should be improved
in the areas where such services have been es-
tablished, while the construction of these
projects should be accelerated in the areas where
rural public culture services do not exist.

CONCLUSION

Findings and Implications

Given the scarcity of sample survey studies
on sociopolitical trust, the findings of this paper
will contribute to the establishment of some con-
ceptual and empirical baselines for future stud-
ies on Chinese peoples’ sociopolitical trust in
local governments.

First, findings of this paper provide an over-
all description about Chinese rural residents’
sociopolitical trust at various levels. It is ob-
served that a majority of the surveyed respon-
dents had a positive attitude towards the central
government and provincial governments. How-

ever, the level of sociopolitical trust in township
government is very low and 28.8 percent of rural
residents state that they distrust township gov-
ernments. These results reveal that as the ele-
mentary units of policy implementation and gov-
ernance, Chinese county and township govern-
ments are confronted with the challenge of de-
clining sociopolitical trust, which may cost the
legitimacy of local governments and lead to so-
cial instability.

Second, sociopolitical trust in local govern-
ments (county and township governments) has
multiple origins. The results of regression mod-
els suggest that both cultural variables such as
social trust, authoritarian values, and ideologi-
cal mobilization and institutional variables such
as improvement of living standard, life satisfac-
tion, political system satisfaction, political con-
tact, and public service performance exert signif-
icant effects upon sociopolitical trust in county
and township governments. Such a finding con-
firms that both cultural factors and institutional
factors are important sources of sociopolitical
trust in Chinese rural society, which is under rapid
social and economic transformation. On the one
hand, during the process of modernization insti-
tutional factors such as improvement of living
standard and public service performance have
become foundations of people’s sociopolitical
trust. On the other hand, Chinese society is still
under the strong influence of traditional culture,

Fig. 2. Overall satisfaction in four major rural public culture service projects (%)

Rural bookstores

Rural entertainment rooms

Rural movie projection

Cultural Information Resources Sharing Project

Overall satisfaction
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

5
0

0.
7

0.
7

0.
3

0.
0

5.
7 7.

7

4.
6 6.

9
5.

0

15
.5

34
.5 36

.5 39
.0

 3
1.

9

45
.9

37
.0 38

.9

 3
3.

0
  4

2.
5

20
.5

 2
0.

0

  1
9.

0 20
.9

20
.6

  1
2.

3

Very dissatisfied      Not dissatisfied             Moderate          Somewhat satisfied      Very satisfied



SOCIOPOLITICAL TRUST IN RURAL CHINA 479

which remains an important origin of sociopolit-
ical trust of its population.

Third, the public service performance mea-
sured by the overall satisfaction in public cul-
ture service contributes the most to the explana-
tion of sociopolitical trust in Chinese local gov-
ernments. Sociopolitical trust is closely associ-
ated with the government’s ability to provide
public services. The empirical studies indicate
that public service performance, as its counter-
part in Western societies has become a new im-
portant factor to influence sociopolitical trust of
Chinese people.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Along with the rapid social and economic
transformation since 1978, modern civic values
have been gradually accepted by Chinese peo-
ple. Meanwhile, because of the development of
new media such as miniblog and wechat, it be-
comes more difficult for Chinese party-state to
strictly control mass media. Therefore, the effect
of ideological mobilization by official media has
decreased. As a result, traditional factors such
as authoritarian values and ideological mobiliza-
tion are less influential in determining people’s
sociopolitical trust than other new institutional
factors such as improvement of living standard,
life satisfaction, political system satisfaction, and
public service performance. Among these insti-
tutional factors, good government performance
will play a very important role in cultivating so-
ciopolitical trust in Chinese modern society.

Therefore, the Chinese government, especial-
ly local governments, should gradually abandon
traditional economic-oriented development mod-
el and give more consideration on political de-
mocracy and social development. In order to
maintain its legitimacy, Chinese local govern-
ments should accelerate the transformation of
government functions by focusing on social is-
sues such as the reform of medical system, envi-
ronmental protection, and food safety. The ob-
jective of such transformation is to build a ser-
vice-oriented government, which devotes to pro-
vide public services such as compulsory educa-
tion, social welfare, and unemployment insur-
ance. Local governments should offer more ex-
tensive and outstanding public goods and ser-
vice to gain sociopolitical trust of their residents,
because a large part of Chinese people have be-
gun to evaluate their governments through the
quality of public services.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This research was supported by the Program
for New Century Excellent Talents in University
(NCET-12-0982).

REFERENCES

Chen Jie 2000. Subjective motivations for mass politi-
cal participation in urban China. Social Science
Quarterly, 81: 645-662.

Chen Jie 2004. Popular Political Support in Urban
China. Stanford: Stanford University Press and
Woodrow Wilson Center Press.

Chi Shangxin 2015. Shichanghua, zhengzhi jiazhiguan
yu zhongguo jumin de zhengfu xinren (Marketiza-
tion, Political Values and Chinese Residents’ Trust
in Government). Shehui (Society), 35: 166-191.

Cui Ernan, Tao Ran, Warner Travis J, Yang Dali L
2015. How do land takings affect political trust in
rural China? Political Studies, 63: 91–109.

Easton David 1965. A Systems Analysis of Political
Life. New York: John Wiley & Son.

Easton David 1975. A re-assessment of the concept of
political support. British Journal of Political Sci-
ence, 5: 435-457.

Easton David 1976. Theoretical approaches to politi-
cal support. Canadian Journal of Political Science,
9: 431-448.

Finifter Ada, Mickiewicz Ellen 1992. Redefining the
political system of the USSR: Mass support for po-
litical change. American Political Science Review,
86: 857-874.

Fukuyama Francis 1995. Trust: The Social Virtues and
the Creation of Prosperity. New York: Free Press.

Hetherington Marc J 2005. Why Trust Matters: Declin-
ing Political Trust and the Demise of American Lib-
eralism. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Huhe Narisong, Chen Jie, Tang Min 2015. Social trust
and grassroots governance in rural China. Social
Science Research, 53: 351–363.

Hu Rong 2007. Nongmin shangfang yu zhengzhi xinren
de liushi (Petitions from rural residents and loss of
political trust). Shehui Xue Yanjiu (Sociological
Research), 3: 39-55.

Hu Rong, Hu Kang, Wen Yingying 2011. Shehui ziben,
zhengfu jixiao yu chengshi jumin dui zhengfu de
xinren (Social capital, government performance and
urban residents’ trust in government). Shehuixue
Yanjiu (Sociological Research), 1: 96-117.

Kennedy John J 2009. Maintaining popular support for
the Chinese Communist Party: The influence of
education and the state-controlled media. Political
Studies, 57: 517-536.

Li Lianjiang 2004. Political trust in rural China. Modern
China, 30: 228-258.

Li Lianjiang 2008. Political trust and petitioning in the
Chinese countryside. Comparative Politics, 40: 209-
226.

Li Lianjiang 2013. The magnitude and resilience of
trust in the center: Evidence from interviews with
petitioners in Beijing and a local survey in rural
China. Modern China, 39: 3-36.



480 MIN XIA  AND CHUNLONG LU

Lu Shupeng, Xiao Tangbiao 2015. Zhengfu pingjia cen-
gji chayi yu chaxu zhengfu xinren (The perceived
performance difference among multi-level govern-
ment and hierarchical political trust). Beijing Xin-
zheng Xueyuan Xuebao (Journal of Beijing Ad-
ministration University), 25: 29-38.

Lu Xiaobo 2015. Social policy and regime legitimacy:
The effects of education reform in China. Ameri-
can Political Science Review, 108: 423-437.

Ma Deyong 2007. Zhengzhi xinren jiqi qiyuan—dui
yazhou bage guojia he diqu de bijiao yanjiu (Politi-
cal trust and its origin – Comparative study in 8
countries and regions in Asia). Jingji Shehui Tizhi
Bijiao (Comparison of Economic and Social Sys-
tems), 5: 79-86.

Manion Melanie 1994. Survey research in the study of
contemporary China: Learning from local sample.
China Quarterly, 139: 741-765.

Meng Tianguang, Yang Ming 2012. Zhuanxingqi zhong-
guo xianji zhengfu de keguan zhili jixiao yu zheng-
zhi xinren—cong jingji zengzhang hefaxing dao
gonggong chanpin hefaxing (Objective government
performance and political trust in county govern-
ment under transformation in China – from legiti-
macy based on economic growth to legitimacy based
on public products). Jingji shehui tizhi bijiao (Com-
parison of Economic and Social Systems), 4: 122-
135.

Mishler William, Richard Rose 2001. What are the or-
igins of political trust? Testing institutional and
cultural theories in post-communist societies. Com-
parative Political Studies, 34: 30-62.

Muller Edward N 1970. Correlates and consequences of
beliefs in the legitimacy of regime structures. Mid-
west Journal of Political Science, 14: 392-412.

Muller Edward N, Williams Carol J 1980. Dynamics of
political support-alienation. Comparative Political
Studies, 13: 33-59.

Muller Edward N, Jukam Thomas O 1977. On the mean-
ing of political support. American Political Sci-
ence Review, 71: 1561-1595.

Munro Neil, Duckett Jane, Hunt Kate, Sutton Matt
2013. Does China’s Regime Enjoy Performance Le-
gitimacy? An Empirical Analysis Based on Three
Surveys from the Past Decade. Paper presented at
the Annual Meeting of the American Political Sci-
ence Association, Chicago, August 31, 2013.

Newton Kenneth 2001. Trust, social capital, civil soci-
ety, and democracy. International Political Science
Review, 22: 201-214.

Norris Pippa 1999. Introduction: The growth of criti-
cal citizen? In: Pippa Norris (Ed.): Critical Citizens:
Global Support for Democratic Government: Glo-
bal Support for Democratic Government. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 16-21.

Park Hee-Bong 2015. Is trust in government a short-
term strategic value or a long-term democratic val-
ue? A case study of three Nordic countries and three
East Asian Nations. International Review of Public
Administration, 20: 273-286.

Putnam Robert D 1995. Tuning in, tuning out: The
strange disappearance of social capital in
America. PS: Political Science & Politics, 28: 664-
683.

Shi Tianjian 2001. Cultural values and political trust: A
comparison of the People’s Republic of China and
Taiwan. Comparative Politics, 33: 401-419.

Tang Wenfang 2005. Public Opinion and Political
Change in China. Stanford: Stanford University
Press.

Walder Andrew G 1998. Zouping in Transition: The
Process of Reform in Rural North China. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Wang Guoqin 2015. Jiceng zhili zhong de zhengzhi xin-
ren chongjian (Reconstruction of political trust in
local governance). Jiangxi Shifan Daxue Xuebao
(Journal of Jiangxi Normal University), 48: 11-18.

Wang Zhengxiang 2009. Chuanmei dui daxuesheng
zhengzhi xinren yu shehui xinren de yingxiang yan-
jiu (A study on the effect of media on political trust
and social trust from college students). Qingnian
Yanjiu (Youth Studies), 2: 64-74.

Wang Zhengxu 2005. Before the emergence of critical
citizens: Economic development and political trust
in China. International Review of Sociology, 15:
155-171.

Xiao Tangbiao, Wang Xin 2010. Zhongguo nongmin
zhengzhi xinren de bianqian—dui wushengfen liushige
cun de genzong yanjiu 1998-2008 (Change of polit-
ical trust from rural residents in China–Follow-up
study in 60 villages in 5 provinces 1999-2008). Guan-
li Shijie (Management World), 9: 88-94.

Xiong Meijuan 2010. Zhengzhi xinren yanjiu de lilun
zongshu (Theoretical review of the study on polit-
ical trust). Gonggong Xingzheng Pinglun (Review
on Public Administration), 6: 153-180.

Xu Dachao 2015. Difang zhengfu gongong xinzheng
zhong de “taxituo xianjin” tanxi (On the “Tacitus
Trap” of local government public administration).
Beijing Dianzi Keji Xueyuan Xuebao (Journal of
Beijing Electronic Science and Technology Insti-
tute), 23: 24-29.

Yang Qing, Tang Wenfang 2010. Exploring the sources
of institutional trust in China: Culture, mobiliza-
tion, or performance? Asian Politics and Policy, 2:
415-436.

Yu Shuguang, Quan Wei 2016. Zhongguo zhengfu xin-
ren leixing de lishi shanbian yu xianshi sikao (His-
torical evolution and realistic thinking of govern-
ment trust pattern in China). Chongqing Daxue
Xuebao (Journal of Chongqing University), 22: 217-
222.

Zhang Hongjuan, Li Shaohui 2011. Woguo nongcun
gonggong wenhua yanjiu zongshu (Research over-
view on rural public culture in China). Tushu Qing-
bao Gongzuo (Library and Information Service),
9: 53-57.

Paper received for publication on December 2015
Paper accepted for publication on April 2016




