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Why do authoritarian regimes try to improve the quality of their governance? In the 
absence of democratic institutions to monitor, reward, and punish their performance, 
authoritarian politicians are normally expected to pursue their self-interest by generating private 
goods from themselves and their rewards to cronies, rather than providing for the public welfare. 
However, the Chinese government has actively promoted improved governance in recent years, 
with greater attention to quality of life issues to balance the primary focus on sustaining rapid 
economic growth. This paper evaluates citizens’ assessment of their local governments’ 
provision of public goods (such as health care, education, transportation, and the environment) 
and compares these assessments to objective measures on the quality and quantity of these public 
goods. Does better governance lead to higher levels of public support for the government, even 
in the absence of democratic elections? 
 
 
  

  

                                                
1 Research for this paper was made possible by a grant from the National Science Foundation. We also want to thank 
Jackson Woods for research assistance. 
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One of the central paradoxes of contemporary China concerns the discrepancy between 

the quality of governance and popular support for the incumbent regime. Popular protests against 

a host of governance failures have become a staple of scholarly research and journalistic 

reporting. Illegal land-grabs, environmental degradation, unpaid pensions, and other key policy 

issues are frequent triggers for frequent protests, often leading to violent clashes between local 

party and government officials and their aroused publics. At the same time, several studies have 

noted high levels of popular support for the political system despite often intense dissatisfaction 

with specific policy issues. The regime retains high levels of support – one might even say 

legitimacy – despite well-known governance failures.  

 The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) recognizes this paradox and has announced its 

intentions to govern better. Under the leadership of Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao, the CCP has 

touted its plans to promote scientific development and a harmonious society, and has regularly 

provided indicators of progress toward these goals. The hope was that by governing better, the 

CCP would elicit increased popular support for its continued rule. Is the CCP now doing a better 

job of providing public goods? If so, does the public recognize improved governance? Does the 

public’s assessment of the CCP’s provision of public goods influence its level of support for the 

regime? These are the questions explored in this paper. 

 It is widely believed that the CCP’s legitimacy is based on a combination of prosperity, 

nationalism, and the desire to maintain stability. In other words, its legitimacy rests on its 

performance, rather than upon consent of the governed or Weberian notions of tradition, 

charisma, or adherence to legal-rational principles. With its pledge of better governance, the CCP 

has added a fourth element: the provision of public goods, such as housing, welfare, education, 
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and medical care. How important are each of these four factors in producing popular support for 

China’s incumbent regime? 

 This paper presents preliminary results from a research project designed to measure the 

level of popular support and identify the determinants of that support. It is based on a nationwide 

survey of urban areas conducted in the fall of 2010 (see appendix for details). In the analysis 

below, evidence will be provided that supports the conventional wisdom on the causes of popular 

support, but that also limits the scope of each of the four contributors of support under 

investigation here. For example, improvements in individual prosperity do contribute to support, 

but aggregate levels of prosperity do not. In a different manner, institutional ties to the state in 

the form of membership in the CCP generate support for central institutions, but not for local 

ones. Most importantly, subjective perceptions about the provision of public goods matter more 

than objective measures of those goods in generating support and trust in China’s political 

institutions. These differing impacts suggest the complexity of the concept of popular support. 

   

POLITICAL SUPPORT IN CHINA 

To answer the question posed by this paper – why is there such high political support in 

China – we must first be able to accurately define and measure the dependent variable.  Political 

scientists have identified several key components of the concept of popular political support for 

the incumbent regime.  For Lipset (1960), it refers to a person’s subjective sense that the 

prevalent political institutions in a society are appropriate and legitimate.  For David Easton 

(1975, 1976), it is primarily concerned with the regime’s values, norms and institutions. For 

Muller and Jukam (1977), it is a combination of three components: (1) “affect tied to evaluation 

of how well political institutions conform to a person’s sense of what is right;” (2) “affect tied to 
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evaluation of how well the system of government upholds basic political values in which a 

person believes;” and (3) “affect tied to evaluation of how well the authorities conform to a 

person’s sense of what is right and proper behavior [or conduct].”  In short, regime support refers 

to an individual’s belief that the existence and functioning of the current political regime is 

consistent with his or her sense about what is right and proper in the political sphere.  To the 

extent that citizens identify with the fundamental values, norms, and institutions of the 

government, they support the regimes that govern them.   

To measure the level of popular support for the regime in China, we use a series of 

questions that ask the degree to which respondents support (支持)and trust  (信任), 

respectively, the main political institutions: the CCP, the government, the people’s congress, the 

courts, and the procuracy.2 In order to get a clearer picture of the level and causes of popular 

support in China, a distinction is made between support for the central and local governments. 

Previous studies of popular support (Li 2008) have noted the empirical fact that support for the 

central government is significantly higher than for local governments, a fact also identified in the 

survey data presented in this paper. Building on Yongshun Cai’s (2008) important observation 

that the issues that threaten the legitimacy of the central government are different from those that 

threaten local leaders, it is expected that the same independent variables may have dissimilar 

effects on support for the center and the local state. In short, the causal relationships explored 

here may be different for different levels of the state. 

As previous studies have found, the data presented here reveal sharply different levels of 

popular support for central and local governments in China (see figure 1). Respondents in the 

survey were shown a card with an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 for “no support [or trust] ” to 
                                                
2 The survey also asked whether the respondents thought the party, government, and people’s congress represented 
their interests, but these questions were only asked of central level institutions. They are therefore omitted from the 
analysis here in order enhance the comparability of the indicators.  
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10 for “high support [or trust].” The results show that the Chinese support and trust the central 

state more than their local states: on this 0-10 scale, the difference is roughly one point for each 

of the political institutions. Put differently, the level of satisfaction with the central government 

is almost 14 percent higher than the local governments among the respondents of this survey. 

Still, it is worth noting that even local governments receive on average a positive assessment. 

This suggests that despite the rising number of local protests, there are still plenty of people at 

the local level who are satisfied with the status quo and support their political institutions.3   

This gap between support for central and local states is generally thought to reflect the 

gap between central rhetoric and local practice. Although central leaders enunciate popular 

slogans, programs, and goals, it is up to local officials to implement them, and they often fall 

short of expectations. In some cases, it is a result of corruption or malfeasance. However, even 

when local officials are honest and well-intentioned, they are often not given enough resources to 

do their work effectively. Central rhetoric is therefore a form of unfunded mandates. In still other 

cases, such as promotion of the letters and visits system, the central government publicizes the 

availability of institutions for airing grievances but then privately directs local officials to restrict 

access to those institutions. For a variety of reasons, local officials often fail to live up to the 

standards laid out by central leaders, and the consequence is less satisfaction with their work.   

  

                                                
3 Although not explored in this paper, the survey data also reveal higher support for political institutions than the 
officials who work in them. 



 6 

Figure 1: Levels of Support and Trust for China’s Political Institutions  
(0-10 point scale, higher scores represent higher levels) 
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EXPLAINING POPULAR SUPPORT IN CHINA: THE INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

 Previous studies of popular support have identified several potential explanations. The 

most common explanation is that the aggregate growth of the economy has improved living 

standards and career opportunities across the board, and popular support has been the direct 

result. This was indeed the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) expectation for embarking on its 

“reform and opening” policies of the post-Mao period. While not the only source of the CCP’s 

legitimacy, it is often portrayed as the sine qua non of continued CCP rule in China. People who 

have prospered under current policies are more likely to support the government that designed 

and implemented them. Research on China’s middle class, and in particular its private 

entrepreneurs, have favored this explanation: those who are satisfied with the financial and social 

status tend to support the status quo. A second set of explanations concerns not just material 

well-being, but normative issues. In particular, the modernization of China’s economy has also 

led to rising levels of nationalism. Previous studies from China, and the literature on nationalism 

more generally, has distinguished between patriotic sentiments, which generally enhance popular 

support for the state, and more assertive attitudes towards international affairs, which may be 

critical of the state for not doing enough to defend and enhance national interests. A third set of 

explanations concerns the well-known preference for political stability and fear of chaos in 

China. To the extent that people believe that the CCP is the most important guarantor of local 

order and national unity, the more they are likely to support the continuation of the status quo. 

Finally, basic governance has been a growing priority for the state in China, although its 

contribution to levels of popular support has not been fully explored.  
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 In this section, we will introduce the types of variables that are expected to have an 

impact on levels of popular support. These factors include individual prosperity, nationalist 

sentiments, the concern for stability, and the provision of public goods. 

 

MATERIAL INTERESTS: AGGREGATE AND INDIVIDUAL PROSPERITY 

The most common explanation regarding popular support for the Chinese government is 

that it is a consequence of economic development, and this is certainly the CCP’s guiding 

assumption. Throughout the post-Mao reform era, it has focused on the pragmatic goal of 

economic development, in contrast to the ideological goal of defeating class enemies that was the 

hallmark of the Maoist period. The implicit social contract of the post-Mao years has been that 

the party-state would reduce political controls over everyday life and allow people to pursue 

economic prosperity in exchange for political quiescence, and ultimately political support. Most 

observers contend that economic development is the main basis for political support and regime 

legitimacy. Data from the 2001 World Values Survey show a high correlation between the level 

of local economic development and satisfaction with the government’s performance, which in 

turn produces trust in political institutions (Wang 2005). 

However, levels of GDP alone are too blunt a proxy for the government’s performance 

and ignore the many negative consequences – corruption, pollution, inequality, unemployment – 

that not only accompany rapid growth but also trigger resentment and public protest. According 

to a more recent study of private entrepreneurs, the local level of development was not a 

significant predictor of regime support when controlling for other contextual factors (Chen and 

Dickson 2010). In order to better understand the causes of popular regime support in China, in 

the analysis below we focus on three other indicators of individual prosperity: the level of 
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household income relative to others in the community, recent changes in that level of prosperity, 

and expectations for change in the near future.4 

 Rather than try to parse class divisions and social structure out of the survey data, here 

we use a measure of individual prosperity. Respondents in the survey were asked, “Compared to 

the typical family’s income in this city, what level do you feel your family’s income is?” The 

responses are in figure 2. The modal answer is the mid-point, the mean score is 5.02 – almost the 

exact midpoint (even though the midpoint appears as 6 in figure 2, that is due to my limitations 

at formatting the axes, which should run from 0-10 not 1-11) – and the responses are more or 

less normally distributed, with more people being in the low-income tail than in the high-income 

tail. These are self-reported responses about their household’s income relative to the rest of their 

communities. 

Figure 2: Family income relative to others in community  
(low to high) 

 

 
 

                                                
4 According to Kam Wing Chan (2007), population figures published in statistical yearbooks are not reliable because 
they are based on household registries (户口) which are no longer reliable. Once the 2010 census data become 
available, more up to date and presumably more accurate estimates of per capita GDP will be available. For the 
purposes of this paper, the most year available – 2007 – is used.  
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 In addition to the level of personal prosperity, changes in that level may also influence 

popular support for the incumbent regime. This is the logic behind “voting with your 

pocketbook” – voters in democratic polities tend to vote for incumbents when the economy is 

going well and vote them out of office when the economy is bad. Even though Chinese citizens 

do not elect their leaders, a similar sentiment may exist that influences their level of support. To 

test this, the survey asked respondents, “What level is your family income now compared to five 

years ago?” and “What do you think your family income will be five years from now?” As 

shown in table 1, most respondents identify improvement in the level of family income, and even 

more optimism about the future. If there is a positive correlation between changes in prosperity 

and levels of support, then we should expect that these results – almost 70 percent of respondents 

report at least some improvement in family income in recent years, and over 80 percent expect 

future improvements – should translate into higher levels of support. 

Table 1: Recent Changes in Family Income  
 
Compared to: 5 years ago  5 years from now 
 
Much better   7.99    13.57 
Better 60.98    68.96 
About the same 19.52    13.96 
Worse 10.59      3.18 
Much worse     .92        .32 

 

How well correlated are these measures of individual prosperity with popular support for 

the government? Economic development is widely recognized to be a primary – if not the only – 

determinant of the CCP’s legitimacy, and these survey data provide confirming evidence: both 

the level of and changes in family incomes are highly and positively correlated with support for 

central and local state (see table 2). However, these are only bivariate correlations, with no other 
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variables held constant. Later in the paper, we will see that the relationships between these 

different indicators of personal prosperity have different impacts on levels of support. Because 

recent changes in individual prosperity are so highly correlated with expectations for the future 

(r=.42), in the multivariate analysis below we combine them into a single index in order to avoid 

multicollinearity. 

 
Table 2: Impact of perceived economic status on government support (bivariate correlations) 

 
 Coeff. Prob. 
Central government   

Level of family income .073 .000 
Past changes in family income .265 .000 

Future changes in family income .149 .000 
Local government   

Level of family income .152 .000 
Past changes in family income .241 .000 

Future changes in family income .150 .000 
 

NATIONALISTIC SENTIMENTS: PATRIOTISM AND ASSERTIVENESS 

 Along with higher levels of economic development have come higher levels of 

nationalism in China (Gries 2004, Cabestan 2005). On one hand, nationalism can be a source of 

popular support for the regime as people take pride in the country’s achievements, especially 

when the state is believed responsible for those achievements. On the other hand, rising 

nationalism can put pressure on governments to take more assertive actions, and can reduce 

support for the regime if it does not act in ways that nationalists desire. In China’s modern 

history, nationalism has been the trigger for popular protests, such as the May 4th Movement, and 

anti-Japanese and anti-American protests in recent decades (Reilly 2006). At the time of the 

2008 Olympics, both aspects of nationalism were on display – patriotic outpourings of support 
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for China’s hosting of the games, and anti-foreign protests following the Tibetan uprising in 

spring 2008. 

 To measure the level of nationalism in China and to determine its impact on popular 

support for the regime, we posed a series of questions in the survey (see table 3). These questions 

come closer to patriotic sentiments of nationalism rather than more virulent foreign policies 

views, which tend to receive more attention from scholars and journalists. Strong majorities of 

our survey’s respondents agreed with each of the statements that allude to patriotism. And as 

shown in table 4, patriotism has a large and statistically significant impact on support for both 

the central and local states.  

Table 3: Nationalist Sentiments in China 
(numbers in table are percentages) 

 

 
Strongly 

Agree Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Generally speaking, China is better 
than most other countries. 13.89 60.99 21.95 3.18 

When other people criticize China, it is 
as though they are criticizing me.  21.05 59.52 16.26 3.17 
Even if I could pick any country in the 
world, I still want to be a Chinese 
citizen. 25.71 58.14 12.91 3.23 

 

  

Table 4: Impact of Nationalism on Popular Support 

 coeff. prob. 
Central State 0.489 .000 
Local State 0.426 .000 
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MAINTAINING ORDER 

 The fear of chaos is perhaps the most prominent aspect of Chinese political culture. The 

political upheavals of the 20th century reinforced the traditional concern for political stability as 

the precondition for other developmental and cultural goals. The CCP has utilized this preference 

for stability as one justification for one-party rule in China. The leadership of the CCP, it 

proclaims, is the best defense against national disunity and local instability. The party’s recent 

determination to maintain a “harmonious society” speaks to this desire to maintain order: the 

CCP promotes social harmony as the basis for economic and political development, and has also 

shown its willingness to impose harmony on those who might threaten it, and by extension 

challenge the CCP’s right to rule.  

 The fear of chaos remains strong in contemporary China (see table 5). Solid majorities 

agree that a multi-party system, organized groups, and public demonstrations pose real threats to 

stability. In fact, the responses indicate the way in which state-society relations influence 

stability: political parties pose less of a concern than the diversity of groups, which in turn are 

less worrisome than public demonstrations. 

Table 5: Fears of Political Instability 
(numbers in table are percentages) 

 

 
Strongly 

Agree Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 

If a country has multiple political 
parties, that could lead to social chaos. 9.88 50.38 34.97 4.77 
Locally, if there were many groups with 
different points of view, that could 
influence local stability. 6.56 56.37 34.11 2.96 
Demonstrations can easily turn into 
social upheaval, threatening social 
stability. 11.61 60.20 26.00 2.19 
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 To assess how fears of political instability influence the level of popular support, we 

combined the three questions on parties, groups, and demonstrations into a single index. These 

three questions are closely related, with pairwise correlations ranging between .43 and .50. As 

seen in table 6, fears of instability have a significant impact on support: the more individuals fear 

instability, the more likely they are to support the incumbent regime. In this sense, the CCP’s 

strategy of promoting itself as the defender of political order resonates with much of the public.  

 

Table 6: Impact of Fears of Political Instability on Support 

 coeff. prob. 
Central State .201 .000 
Local State .173 .000 

 

PUBLIC INTERESTS: THE PROVISION OF PUBLIC GOODS 

Another potential source of popular support – the quality of governance – has not 

received direct inquiry. Elaborate and detailed studies of the provision of public goods do indeed 

exist, but the link between public goods and public support is implicit at best. As Lily Tsai 

(2007: 356) has shown, the provision of public goods varies widely at the local level. She argues 

that “solidary” groups, that is, “groups based on shared moral obligations as well as shared 

interests,” are the key to understanding which communities enjoy better public goods, such as 

paved roads and schools in good repair. However, the link between public goods and political 

support is only implicit in her study: local officials provide public goods in order to remain in 

good standing with the solidary groups to which they belong, but whether that social support is 

translated into popular support for the government is not addressed.  

Other studies have looked at the provision of public goods provisions in urban areas 

(Saich 2007; World Bank 2006; OECD 2005). These too have provided nuanced explanations for 
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why some cities are governed better than others. Whereas these studies have focused on the 

causes of local variation in the provision of public goods, this paper examines the effects of these 

provisions. 

 That better governance is related to popular support is conventional wisdom in 

democratic polities, where elected officials seek to provide more public goods in order to be re-

elected. Leaders in authoritarian regimes also want to remain in power, but they face different 

incentives for achieving that goal. Rather than being disciplined by the threat of losing elections, 

the threat to authoritarian leaders comes from potential challenges from other sets of elites. 

Therefore, in most authoritarian regimes, rational politicians distribute private goods – such as 

plum jobs and access to scarce goods and services – to their elite supporters rather than the 

public at large. In the words of Buena de Mesquita and his co-authors (2003), “bad policy is 

good politics” for authoritarian leaders. China’s leaders, however, are not following this strategy 

of political survival. While it is true that the main beneficiaries of economic development have 

been political insiders, especially the sons and daughters of high-ranking officials, the primary 

threat to the regime comes not from alternative groups of elites but from political discontent 

among the population at large. As a result, efforts to govern better are derived from the regime’s 

current emphasis on building a “harmonious society,” which emphasizes both economic growth 

and political stability. The implicit bargain is that more public goods will generate more public 

support, in turn produce more stability and reduce protests, and ultimately contribute to the 

primary goal of economic growth. The provision of public goods may also contribute to 

economic growth in a second, more indirect way: by improving the quality of life through better 

health care, education and training, improved environmental protection, and so on, the prospects 

for long-term growth may be better. This long-term perspective cannot be examined with current 
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information, but we can examine the relationship between public goods and popular support for 

the government.   

Respondents in the survey were asked to assess the severity, improvement, and 

satisfaction with the local government’s work on several policy-related problems, with higher 

scores for each of these assessments (that is, more severe, more improvement, and more 

satisfaction [see figure 3]).5 Several points are worth highlighting here. First, all the policy issues 

received middling scores, all quite close to the mid-point (.5). This is in sharp contrast with the 

much higher levels of support and trust in the political institutions: Chinese seem to be more 

satisfied with their political institutions in a general sense, but less satisfied with the actual 

performance of those institutions.6 This mediocre assessment of the state’s provision of public 

goods is true regardless of whether respondents considered the severity or improvement of the 

issue or their satisfaction with the government’s performance on the issue. There is variation 

across the issues, but only within a rather narrow band. Second, the more severe a problem is 

perceived to be, the less improvement respondents saw and the less satisfied they were in the 

government’s work on the issue. However, improvement closely corresponds to satisfaction with 

the government’s work. In other words, the severity of an issue is related to the level of 

satisfaction with the government’s work, but so too are perceived improvements in the issue 

area.  

  

                                                
5 Different scales were used to assess the severity, improvement, and satisfaction on these specific issues. Responses 
were converted to a 0-1 scale to allow comparison.  
6 This finding is consistent with previous research; see Chen (2004) and Chen and Dickson (2010). 
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Figure 3: Public Assessments of Public Goods in Urban China, 2010 
(0-1 scale) 
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To test this, we also include aggregate measures of four key public goods: the environment 

(amount of green space per capita in the city), education (student:teacher ratio), medical care 

(doctors per 1000 residents), and transportation (square meters of paved roads per capita). 

[=ONCE THE 2010 CENSUS BECOMES AVAILABLE, WE CAN USE LITERACY AS THE 

INDICATOR OF EDUCATION AND LIFE EXPECTANCY AS THE INDICATOR OF 

MEDICAL CARE] This allows us to consider both subjective and objective measures in our 

analysis.   

 

Table 7: Impact of public policy problems on support for central and local governments 
(bivariate regressions) 

 
Policy issue area Central Local 

 Coeff p-value Coeff p-value 
Education .153 .000 .231 .000 

Medical care .161 .000 .189 .000 
Environmental protection .123 .000 .233 .000 

Transportation  .117 .000 .213 .000 
Poverty .085 .000 .214 .000 

Housing  .164 .000 .240 .000 
Employment .091 .000 .186 .000 

 
 
 
CONTROL VARIABLES 
 

In analyzing the causes of political support in China, we control for several factors in 

addition to the performance and public goods variables described above. The first and most 

important control variable is membership in the CCP. Authoritarian leaders expect that insiders 

will be its most loyal supporters and be willing to defend it against domestic and foreign threats 

(Bueno de Mesquita, et al, 2003; King 2007). In China’s case, this means that members of the 

CCP should have higher levels of regime support than non-members, all else being equal. This is 

the essential logic behind co-opting new elites into the regime (Dickson 2003, 2008).  
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Membership in the CCP signifies membership in an exclusive club. The CCP is highly 

selective in who it lets into the party. In the nationwide survey of urban areas used for this paper, 

15.8 percent of the respondents reported they were CCP members (see table 8). For every person 

who joins the party, many others have their applications turned down. In 2007, 19.5 million 

applied to join the party, but only 2.8 million had their applications accepted, giving applicants 

about a one-in-seven chance of joining the party. In other words, demand for party membership 

outstrips supply, allowing the party to pick and choose who will gain access to the party and the 

benefits that accrue from party membership. While not all of China’s best and brightest want to 

join the CCP, enough of them do to allow the party to grow and more importantly to increase its 

presence in key sectors of the economy and society. 

 
Table 8: Control variables 

(percent of sample) 
 

CCP membership 15.7 
Male 49.4 
Average age 44.5 years 
High school grad 40.6 
College grad 15.2 
Non-Han nationality 3.2 
Migrant worker 10.8 

  

Other control variables include gender, age, education (specifically, dummy variables for 

respondents with either high school or college education), ethnicity, and whether a respondent 

was a migrant worker.  
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ALL TOGETHER NOW: 
MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF  

POPULAR SUPPORT OF GOVERNMENT IN CHINA 
 

 Up to this point, we have looked at potential causes of popular support for government in 

China individually, without holding constant other explanatory and control variables. In this 

section, these independent variables will be considered together. 

One of the issues that bedevils survey research is missing data caused by non-responses 

to individual questions. In multivariate analysis, if a respondent does not answer every question 

in the model, then that respondent is dropped from the analysis, even on questions where he or 

she did provide a response. For analysts, this presents a challenge: either we exclude some 

variables in order to maximize the number of observations, but at the risk of omitted variable 

bias, or we include as many theoretically relevant variables as possible, but at the risk of 

dropping observations and creating the potential for selection bias. Including all the variables 

described above in a standard multiple regression model lowers the number of observations from 

3,874 to 2,012– over 45 percent of the respondents get dropped!  

One solution to this problem is estimating the missing data using multiple imputation 

(King, et al, 2001).  The benefit of multiple imputation is that it allows us to avoid both the 

problems of omitted variables and selection bias from listwise deletion because all observations 

are retained. The potential downside is that estimating missing data reduces standard errors, and 

thus may exaggerate the strength of relationships between variables.7 But the benefits generally 

outweigh the costs, and in the analysis below we estimate a model using data derived from five 

rounds of imputation using the program “Amelia II: A Program for Missing Data” developed by 

                                                
7 Other problems inherent to multiple imputation concern the nature of the missing data, such as whether 
respondents did not answer a question because they truly did not know the answer or if the responses are not 
normally distributed. More informed discussion is in Rubin (1987) and King, et al (2001). 
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Gary King and his colleagues.8 The multiple regression analysis incorporates estimates from all 

five rounds of imputation, and uses “Clarify” software running within Stata.  The results of this 

estimated model are presented in table 9, and include all the explanatory variables described in 

the previous sections plus the standard control variables.  

The first notable finding concerns the variables for material interests. The level of family 

income (relative to other families in the respondent’s community) and changes in family income 

(including both recent changes and expectations of future changes) are both positively and 

statistically significantly correlated with support for both the central and local states. In contrast, 

aggregate levels of prosperity (measured by per capita GDP) are negatively related to support for 

the center and unrelated to support for the local state. This contrary finding suggests a rather 

nuanced division of responsibility for economic conditions. Putting these together, it suggests 

that economic growth in China may reflect the Tocquevillian paradox, in which improving 

aggregate conditions elicit dissatisfaction instead of gratitude, even though individuals who are 

relatively more prosperous, observe improvements in recent years, and expect further 

improvements in the near future are more likely to have higher support for both the central and 

local states. For the CCP’s goal of using prosperity to produce support, these data reveal very 

mixed results. 

 

                                                
8 For more info and full documentation on Amelia II, see http://gking.harvard.edu/amelia/.  
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Table 9: Multivariate analysis of popular support for state institutions in China 
(OLS regression coefficients with standard errors) 

 
  

 Center Local 
 coeff. std. error coeff. std. error 
1. Performance legitimacy     
Per capita GDP -.939*** .122   .034 .135 
Level of family income   .840*** .161 1.275*** .182 
Changes in family income   .894*** .219 1.020*** .253 
Patriotism 3.511*** .161 3.357*** .175 
Political stability   .598*** .170   .804*** .199 
2. Public goods     
A. Provision of public goods     
Environment -.086 .107 -.363** .120 
Education   .688*** .110   .248* .121 
Medical care 2.770*** .343 3.293*** .383 
Transportation .015 .073 -.256** .080 
B. Satisfaction with public 
goods     
Environment   .802 .484 3.316*** .536 
Education 1.078* .538   .251 .580 
Medical care 1.146* .457 2.317*** .513 
Transportation   .860* .399 2.581*** .437 
3. Control variables     
CCP 2.748*** .738 1.260 .821 
Age   .028 .019   .010 .021 
Male -.744 .508 -1.243* .564 
High school -1.597* .616 -1.366* .693 
College -2.654** .885 -.659 .992 
Non-Han -.240 1.438 -.680 1.596 
Migrant 1.010 .838 1.036 .920 
Constant 27.675*** 3.338 15.610*** 3.654 
No. of observations 3874  3874  
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

 
  

The two other indicators of performance legitimacy are both positive and statistically 

significant. Those with high levels of national pride and patriotism, on one hand, and those who 

are concerned about the potential for political instability arising from multiple political parties, 
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non-governmental organizations, and public protests, on the other, are also more likely to support 

the incumbent regime. This is also consistent with the regime’s strategy: it has tried to cultivate 

patriotic sentiments and to raise the alarm about potential instability as a means of generating 

public support. According to these data, that strategy is working. 

The provision of public goods has confounding effects on support for central and local 

state institutions. On three of the four issue areas – the environment, education, and 

transportation – the coefficients are the opposite of what we expected. The objective measure of 

the environment – the amount of green space per capita – is ironically negatively related to 

political support: the more green space in a community, all else being equally, the less support 

respondents had for state institutions, although this relationship is statistically significant only for 

the local state. Similarly, the objective measure of transportation – miles of paved roads per 

capita –has almost no effect on support for the center, and is negatively and significantly related 

to support for the local state.9 Education also has contrary findings. We would expect that low 

student:teacher ratios would be indicative of better education, because small classes allow for 

more individual instruction. Among our respondents, however, the higher the ratio, the more 

support respondents have. Only the results for medical care turned out as expected. This 

indicator – doctors per capita – was both positively and significantly related to political support, 

and the relationship is particularly strong for local states.10  

Conversely, subjective assessments of these public goods had the expected results: all 

have positive coefficients, and most are statistically significant. This is exactly what the regime’s 

leaders hope for: the more people are satisfied with what the regime provides, the more they 

support and trust the regime’s institutions. Interestingly, where the coefficients are statistically 

                                                
9 Another objective measure, the number of public transportation vehicles per capita, had similar results.  
10 An alternative indicator, hospital beds per capita, had similar results. 
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significant, the coefficients are larger for the local state (the exception being education). This 

suggests local state institutions – which have less popular support and trust than central 

institutions – get a bigger boost from satisfaction with the provision of public goods.  

In short, although the regime has been committed to governing better and providing more 

public goods, their impact on levels of popular support for the regime is confounding. For 

objective measures of the environment, education, and transportation, the results are the opposite 

of what we would expect. In contrast, subjective satisfaction with all four of the public goods had 

positive and in most cases statistically significant relationships with popular support. From these 

data, it appears that perceptions matter most in generating popular support for the regime. 

 Previous research on popular support in China has found that party membership does not 

contribute to support for the government when other variables are controlled for (Chen 2004; Li 

2004). That is a remarkable finding, since we would expect – and the CCP certainly expects – 

that party members would exhibit more support for the regime than the rest of the population. If 

a regime cannot count on the support of its members, its stability would be quite fragile and its 

survival uncertain. The findings here are only partially consistent with previous studies: CCP 

membership is positively correlated with popular support for the central state, but not with the 

local state. Even distinguishing between rank and file party members and those with positions in 

the party or government apparatus does not change the results: party members are not 

significantly more likely to support the local state than are non-party members, all else being 

equal. This should be a cause of concern for the regime: not only does the populace as a whole 

have less support and trust in local institutions than the center, but even CCP members are not 

different from the general population in their relatively low level of support for the local state. 
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 One other control variable is worth mentioning: education is negatively related to support 

for the regime. This finding supports the warning of Bueno de Mesquita and Downs (2005) that 

access to higher education undermines the stability and longevity of authoritarian regimes. 

Although China’s leaders have been promoting education as a means of upgrading human capital 

and thereby boosting economic development, it may come at the expense of popular support for 

the regime. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The high levels of popular support for government despite mounting economic, political, 

and social problems is one of the surprising paradoxes of contemporary China. This paper has 

identified three new findings. First, rising prosperity does not guarantee popular support. 

Although the level and growth of family income is positively correlated with support for both 

central and local states, the aggregate level of economic development is not. In other words, 

economic growth only translates into political support when it results in individual prosperity. 

Higher aggregate growth rates are not generating increased support for the regime in the way that 

the CCP intends and most observers assume.  

 Second, nationalism is often seen as a source of legitimacy for the state in China, and our 

survey data show that patriotic sentiments are a source of popular support for both the central 

and local states.  

 The third main finding of this paper concerns the provision of public goods. Whereas 

other studies explain the causes of variation in the provision of public goods in urban and rural 

areas, this paper has shown that they have an impact on popular support for central and local 

governments, but also that objective measures have quite different impacts than do subjective 



 26 

assessments of them. In future research, we will try to identify more precisely which public 

goods are most influential on levels of popular support, why some public good increase support 

and others do not, or may even undermine support. This paper presents a first cut at this issue, 

and even though the results were promising, more work remains to be done.  

 Finally, this paper also reinforces a key finding from previous research on Chinese 

politics: there is a notable division in public opinion toward central and local governments. For 

some of the issues that are of greatest concern and displeasure to Chinese citizen, such as the 

environment and transportation woes, the central government does not receive blame. If the 

central leadership has an intentional strategy of shifting the blame for public policy frustrations 

onto local governments while preserving popular support for the system as a whole, it seems to 

be working. 

 The preliminary analysis presented here also points the way for future research. First, in 

addition to assessing subjective measures of prosperity, order, and public goods, other objective 

and aggregate measures are necessary to flesh out the full scope of these variables. As the 2010 

census data become available, it will be possible to accurately determine not only fundamental 

measures such as per capita GDP, but also the results of public goods delivery, such as literacy 

rates and life expectancy. Second, it is important not only to determine the factors that influence 

individual support for the regime, but also the regional variation in levels of support. In other 

words, not just who supports the regime, but where support is high or low. As so many have 

pointed out before, we need to be mindful of spatial patterns of political phenomena rather than 

assume that attitudes and behaviors observed in one area are representative of the country as a 

whole. This paper represents just the first step in a much larger project. 
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APPENDIX A 

The data presented in this paper come from a survey implemented in China during fall 

and early winter of 2010. The survey was a nationwide probability sample of urban areas, 

including the provincial level municipalities (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and Chongqing), 

prefecture level cities, and major cities. This pool of over 280 cities was stratified using per 

capita GDP. A sample of 50 cities were selected using the probability proportionate to size (PPS) 

method, meaning that cities with large populations had a higher probability of being selected 

than smaller cities. Equivalent numbers of cities were selected from each of three strata (high, 

medium, and low levels of per capita GDP). Within each city, a district was selected as the 

primary sampling unit using the PPS method, based on the number of housing units in each 

district. Each PSU was divided into 30” x 30” squares using GPS technology, and from this grid 

three squares were selected as secondary sampling units using the PPS method, with the number 

of households as the measure of size.11 Within each secondary sampling unit three sub-squares 

(roughly 90 meters square) were selected as tertiary sampling unites with a simplified random 

sampling method. Among all the occupied residential units within the selected sub-squares, 60 

equidistant residential units were selected. Finally, on the basis of a Kish grid, individuals within 

each selected residential unit who had lived there for at least six months and were between the 

ages of 18-80 were chosen as respondents, who were interviewed face to face.  

The actual implementation of the survey was conducted by the Research Center for 

Contemporary China of Peking University, under the supervision of Shen Mingming, Yang 

Ming, Yan Jie, and Chai Jingjing. All the interviewers for this project were currently enrolled 

                                                
11 For more details on using GPS technology in sampling, see Landry and Shen (2005). 
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college students in the targeted provinces and cities. RCCC supervisors trained the interviewers 

and monitored their work daily. The survey included a total of 3,874 respondents.  

Jackson Woods also contributed invaluable research assistance on the composition of the 

questionnaire, background research, and data management. 
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