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Abstract
This paper argues that popular trust in the Chinese central government is
significantly weaker than five national surveys suggest. The evidence
comes from these surveys. First, the surveys show that between one- and
two-thirds of respondents hold hierarchical trust, i.e. they have more trust
in the central government than they do in local government. Second, all
other things being equal, people who are less satisfied with political democ-
racy in China tend to be less trusting of the central government. Finally, hier-
archical trust holders tend to be less satisfied with political democracy in the
country than those who express equal trust for central and local governments.
Put together, the three findings show that hierarchical trust holders are less
trusting of the central government than equal trust holders with regard to
developing political democracy, although they sound equally confident. The
fact that so many respondents hold hierarchical trust indicates that trust in
the central government is significantly weaker than it looks.

Keywords: political trust; hierarchical trust; China; trust in the central
government; integrated measurement of trust; authoritarian resilience

President Xi Jinping’s 习近平 daring anti-corruption campaign, particularly its
cooling effect on the country’s economy, has rekindled the debate about the resili-
ence of the authoritarian regime.1 Echoing Gordon Chang’s decade-old predic-
tion,2 David Shambaugh argues that “the endgame of communist rule has now
begun.” Among other omens of a looming crisis, he notes that “[L]arge numbers
of citizens and party members alike are already voting with their feet and leaving
the country or displaying their insincerity by pretending to comply with party
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dictates.”3 Referring also to public confidence, Dingding Chen contends that the
regime is not going to collapse because Xi’s anti-corruption drive “has the pub-
lic’s support.”4 A longstanding question re-emerges. How much confidence do
ordinary Chinese citizens have in the central leadership?
Assessing popular trust in the central leadership or government is anything but

straightforward. In fact, one of the most puzzling results of national surveys con-
ducted since 2000 is that over 80 per cent of Chinese citizens consistently show
strong or moderate trust in the central government or central leaders. The 2000
wave of the World Values Survey, for instance, shows that over 95 per cent of
respondents from China trust the central government.5 Similarly, the 2008
China Survey shows that nearly 85 per cent of respondents trust central govern-
ment leaders. Sceptics dismiss such findings on the grounds that self-reported pol-
itical trust is merely a “response to social pressures and political control” under
one-party authoritarian rule.6 Survey researchers, however, have found little evi-
dence that political caution seriously compromises the quality of data on sensitive
issues.7

Drawing on five national surveys, this paper reassesses popular trust in the cen-
tral government. It first describes the phenomenon of hierarchical trust, i.e. hav-
ing more trust in the central government than in local government. Then it shows
that, compared to those who express equal trust in central and local governments,
individuals who hold hierarchical trust have significantly stronger latent doubts
about the central government. It argues that the fact that between one- and
two-thirds of respondents hold hierarchical trust indicates that trust in the central
government is significantly weaker than it looks. After a brief analysis of the
sources and significance of hierarchical trust, the paper concludes with a discus-
sion about how to use an integrated approach to triangulate trust in the central
government.

The Phenomenon of Hierarchical Trust
Political trust is commonly defined as citizens’ belief that the political system,
government and politicians will work to produce outcomes consistent with
their expectations.8 Despite its simple definition, however, political trust is
hard to measure in any society. Above all, it has multiple targets. As regards pol-
itical institutions, citizens may have different levels of confidence in the legisla-
ture, the executive and the judiciary.9 Second, the substance of trust in a given
target has multiple dimensions. For instance, people may have different levels

3 Shambaugh 2015.
4 Chen, Dinging 2015.
5 See World Values Survey 2000 at: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/, V153.
6 Newton 2001, 208.
7 Shi 2001, 406–07; Tsai 2007, 357.
8 Easton 1965, 1975; Craig, Niemi and Silver 1990.
9 Citrin and Muste 1999.

Reassessing Trust in the Central Government 101

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741015001629 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741015001629


of confidence about a politician’s commitment, capacity or integrity.10

Furthermore, public confidence regarding a single aspect of a political leader –
for example, his competence – may vary according to different domains, such
as domestic affairs and foreign policy.11 Lastly, yet another complication emerges
when the object of trust is a multilevel government,12 as people may have (1)
equal trust in all levels; (2) equal distrust in all levels; (3) stronger trust in local
authority than in the national government, which is known as “paradox of dis-
tance”;13 and (4) stronger confidence in the central government than in local gov-
ernment, which can be called hierarchical trust.
On top of these conceptual complexities, scholars face additional challenges

when they attempt to measure political trust in China. Jie Chen, for example,
finds that longstanding one-party domination has rendered the distinction
between diffuse trust in regime and specific trust in the central government prac-
tically irrelevant.14 There is also evidence that many people do not clearly differ-
entiate between the central government and central leaders.15 Moreover,
nationwide surveys, owing to various constraints, have relied on a single measure
to measure trust in the central government, which causes two problems. First, the
surveys fail to make the crucial distinction between confidence in the central gov-
ernment’s policy intent and confidence in its capability to have local deputies
implement its policies.16 Second, they fail to take into account the fact that popu-
lar trust in the central government varies considerably across domains of issue.
For instance, people may have strong confidence in the central government on
issues which involve little conflict of interests between central leaders, local
authorities and ordinary citizens – for example, developing the economy.
However, they may feel far less confident about the central government on issues
which involve serious tensions, such as controlling corruption, protecting the law-
ful rights and interests of ordinary citizens, and developing political democracy.
The surveys, in other words, fall short of explicitly assessing what people trust
about the central government on what issues. As a result, survey findings
about trust in the central government are hard to interpret.
Fortunately, five national surveys – the 2002 and 2008 Asian Barometer

Surveys, the 2003 and 2006 AsiaBarometer Surveys, and the 2008 China
Survey (see Appendix) – collect two additional sets of data which make it possible
to reassess trust in the central government. First, without using the terms “trust”
and “central government,” the surveys ask respondents to evaluate policy pro-
cesses and outcomes for which the central government has a distinctive share

10 Abramson 1972, 1,245; Barber 1983, 5.
11 Levi and Stoker 2000, 499.
12 Ambler 1975; Fitzgerald and Wolak 2014.
13 For discussions about the “paradox of distance,” see Frederickson 1997; Pew Research Center 1998,

2010; Cole and Kincaid 2000.
14 Chen, Jie 2004, 111.
15 Li, Lianjiang 2013, 6.
16 For a discussion about the importance of making the distinction, see Li, Lianjiang 2008. On the problem

of policy implementation, see Lampton 1987; O’Brien and Li 1999; Göbel 2011.
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of responsibility. In other words, along with direct observation of general trust in
the central government, which is considered subjective in that respondents are left
to define the meaning of trust, there is a set of observations of more objectively
assessed trustworthiness of the government with regard to specific issues.17 The
two sets of observations allow researchers to reassess trust in the central govern-
ment by examining whether individuals who express general subjective trust also
have objective trust on particular issues.
Equally important, the surveys collect information on trust in local govern-

ment, which turns out to be considerably weaker than that for the central govern-
ment. As is shown in Table 1, although over 85 per cent of respondents trust the
central government, between one- and two-thirds of respondents hold hierarchic-
al trust.18

Scholars have long noted that many people in China are less trusting of local
government than they are of the central government.19 As they attempt to explain
the intriguing gap, however, researchers often implicitly assume that trust in local
government and trust in the central government can be assessed independently of
each other. Xiaobo Lü, for instance, argues that negative education experience
undermines trust in local government without weakening trust in the central gov-
ernment, and that the awareness of education reform policy enhances trust in the
central government but not trust in local government.20 Similarly, Ernan Cui
et al. argue that land requisitions in the countryside undermine trust in local gov-
ernment without affecting trust in the central government.21 Tang and Huhe
recently note that trust in the central government and trust in local government
should be examined “simultaneously,” yet they nonetheless share the assumption
that the two kinds of trust can be assessed independently.22

The assumption, however, may be too simplistic. Trust in local government
may well have a dual meaning in China. While it certainly indicates how ordinary
citizens assess local government’s commitment and capacity to serve their inter-
ests, manifest trust in local government may also indicate how citizens evaluate
the central leadership’s commitment and capacity to ensure that its local deputies

17 Levi and Stoker 2000, 498–99. Evaluation of government performance is often treated as a proxy indi-
cator of trust in government because it is considered an important or even the only source of political
trust, see Citrin et al. 1975; Mishler and Rose 1997, 2001. For an example of using perception of local
government corruption as a proxy of trust in local government in China, see Manion 2006.

18 The surveys measure trust in the central government on a four-level ordinal scale. The questions are as
follows: “How much trust do you have in the national government in Beijing?” (Asian Barometer Survey
2002, 2008, Q008); “Please indicate to what extent you trust the central government to operate in the
best interests of society” (AsiaBarometer Survey 2003, Q21_a; 2006, Q29a); “How much do you trust
central government leaders?” (China Survey, b9i). Trust in local government is also measured on a four-
level ordinal scale. The questions are as follows: “How much trust do you have in local government?”
(Asian Barometer Survey 2002, 2008, Q014); “Please indicate to what extent you trust your local gov-
ernment to operate in the best interests of society” (AsiaBarometer Survey 2003, Q21_b; 2006, Q29b);
“How much do you trust provincial government leaders?” (China Survey, b9h); “How much do you
trust county government leaders?” (China Survey, b9g).

19 For example, Li, Lianjiang, and O’Brien 1996; Guo 2001; Bernstein and Lü 2003.
20 Lü 2014, 434–35.
21 Cui et al. 2015, 100.
22 Tang and Huhe 2014.
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Table 1: Patterns of Trust in Government

2002 Asian Barometer
Survey

2003 AsiaBarometer
Survey

2006 AsiaBarometer
Survey

2008 Asian Barometer
Survey

2008 China
Survey

Equal trust 58.7 55.6 37.2 32.1 39.9
Hierarchical trust 48.0 33.4 46.8 63.0 44.8
Equal distrust 1.0 6.3 9.5 4.3 10.5
Paradoxical trust 0.4 4.7 6.5 0.6 4.8
N 2,680 788 1,929 4,567 3,989

Notes:
Column entries are percentages; column totals may be above or below 100 owing to rounding errors. Missing responses of the China Survey are multiply imputed while those of the other four surveys are excluded listwise.
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serve the public interest. After all, despite the constitutional principle that leaders
at all levels of government are elected by the corresponding people’s congresses,
in reality it is central leaders who are ultimately responsible for selecting local lea-
ders through a top-down chain of appointment.23 Under such an integrally nested
hierarchical system, explicit distrust of local government is almost bound to
reflect implicit scepticism about the central leadership. Comments such as “if
the upper beam is not straight, the lower beam will be crooked” may insinuate
doubts about the central government’s policy intent, while complaints about
local officials deceiving the centre may indicate doubts about the central leaders’
monitoring and disciplining capabilities.24 Two recent studies support this
hypothesis. Michael Lewis-Beck et al. find that people who are dissatisfied
with local government practices tend to be significantly less satisfied with the cen-
tral government.25 Similarly, Yang Zhong finds that urban residents who have a
less positive evaluation of the performance of municipality governments express
stronger distrust of both central and local governments.26 Both findings suggest
that assessments of policy processes and outcomes for which the central govern-
ment has a distinctive share of responsibility may indicate latent trust in the cen-
tral government.
Pursuing this line of reasoning further, this study adopts an integrated

approach to triangulate trust in the central government. It employs observed
trust in central government and observed trust in local government as reference
points to identify an assessment of a policy process and outcome which indicates
latent trust in the central government. Then it uses the identified indicator as a
criterion of comparison to determine if holders of hierarchical and equal trust
have the same amount of latent trust.27 If hierarchical trust holders turn out to
be less trusting, the fact that there are so many of them indicates that trust in
the central government is weaker than it looks.

The Meaning of Hierarchical Trust
The 2008 China Survey generates the richest data for exploring if hierarchical
trust holders have the same amount of latent trust in the central government as
equal trust holders (see the Appendix for information on sampling, weighting
and missing data imputation). The survey measures the trust respondents have
in county, provincial and central government leaders with a four-level scale: (1)
“do not trust at all,” (2) “do not trust much,” (3) “trust somewhat” and (4)
“trust very much.” Respondents trust central leaders much more than they do
provincial leaders and county leaders. While 43 per cent of 3,989 respondents

23 Manion 1985; Chan 2004.
24 Li, Lianjiang 2004, 238.
25 Lewis-Beck, Tang and Martini 2014, 22.
26 Zhong 2014, 39.
27 Kalleberg 1966, 75.
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trust central leaders very much, respectively 22.7 and 15.8 per cent feel the same
about provincial leaders and county leaders (see Table 2).
Four major patterns emerge when it comes to examining how respondents

assess the trustworthiness of three levels of government leaders against each
other. The most common pattern is hierarchical trust. Among 3,989 respondents,
44.8 per cent express strong or modest confidence in central leaders but have less
confidence in provincial and/or county leaders. The second common pattern is
equal trust, which is held by 39.9 per cent of respondents. The other two patterns
are clear minorities, as 10.5 per cent hold equal distrust and 4.8 per cent hold the
pattern of “paradox of distance.”
John StuartMill’s “method of difference” is used to test whether hierarchical trust

holders have weaker latent confidence than equal trust holders in central leaders on
particular issues. The analysis proceeds in three steps. First, the distinction between
hierarchical trust and equal trust is operationalizedas relative distrust of local author-
ities. Second, satisfaction with political democracy in the country is identified as a
proxy indicator of latent trust in central leaders. Lastly, hierarchical trust holders
are compared with equal trust holders in terms of their satisfaction with democracy.

Relative distrust of local authorities

Hierarchical trust holders and equal trust holders are indistinguishable in terms
of their manifest trust in central leaders. What separates them is whether they
express less confidence in provincial leaders and/or county leaders. For simpli-
city, the groups that express relative distrust of provincial leaders and of county
leaders are merged into a broader category of relative distrust of local authorities,
which is operationalized as follows. First, relative distrust of provincial leaders is
defined as the positive differential between trust in central leaders and trust in
provincial leaders.28 Second, relative distrust of county leaders is defined as the

Table 2: Trust in Government Leaders

Central leaders Provincial leaders County leaders
Trust very much 43.0 22.7 15.8
Trust somewhat 41.4 50.3 47.3
Do not trust very much 12.5 21.3 28.2
Do not trust at all 3.1 5.7 8.8

Source:
China Survey.

Note:
N = 3,989. Column entries are percentages; column totals may be above or below 100 owing to rounding errors. Missing responses

are multiply imputed.

28 Trust in central leaders is the baseline. Larger numerical scores of observed trust in central, provincial
and county leaders indicate stronger trust. The differential of zero indicates equal trust or distrust; posi-
tive differentials indicate hierarchical trust; negative differentials indicate “paradox of distance” or para-
doxical trust. On the definition of trust differentials, see Nilson and Nilson 1980.
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positive differential between the trust in central leaders and trust in county lea-
ders. Third, relative distrust of local authorities is operationalized as a dichotom-
ous variable, with “0” indicating having neither relative distrust of provincial
leaders nor relative distrust of county leaders, and “1” indicating having one
or both kinds of relative distrust. By this measure, 67.7 per cent of 1,714 respon-
dents who show strong confidence in central leaders hold hierarchical trust.
Among 1,582 respondents who express modest trust in central leaders, 34.4 per
cent hold hierarchical trust.

Proxy indicator of latent trust in central leaders

The survey asks respondents to assess a wide range of policy processes and out-
comes, including political democracy. The results reveal a high level of compla-
cency on the issue. When asked to indicate the degree to which they think that
political democracy in the country is a problem, 3,989 respondents score an aver-
age of 4.2 on an 11-point scale, which ranges from “0” (it is not a problem at all)
to “10” (it is an extremely serious problem). For convenience, perceived severity
of the problem of political democracy is reformulated as satisfaction with democ-
racy. It turns out that the average degree of satisfaction is 6.8 on an 11-point scale
(or 61.8 on a 100-point scale).
Assessment of political democracy in China is a likely proxy indicator of latent

confidence in central leaders. Although the term “democracy” has multiple
meanings in China, including Confucian paternalism, “mass line” and electoral
accountability,29 it turns out that central leaders are held to bear a distinctive
share of responsibility on the issue. Regardless of their demographic back-
grounds, i.e. gender, age, education, household registration and Party member-
ship, respondents who are less satisfied with political democracy tend to be
significantly less trusting of central leaders, controlling for their trust in provin-
cial and county leaders.30 In other words, individuals who are unsatisfied with
political democracy, in addition to blaming provincial and county leaders, hold
central leaders responsible for the problem. They may have either doubts
about central leaders’ commitment to build democracy, or doubts about central
leaders’ capacity, or both.

29 On the multiple meanings of “political democracy” in China, see Nathan 1985; Peng 1998; Guang 1996.
30 Trust in provincial and county leaders is measured by a simple summation index (α = 0.86). If indivi-

duals who are unsatisfied with political democracy blame the problem solely on local authorities, satis-
faction with democracy is expected to have an insignificant correlation with trust in central leaders,
controlling for trust in provincial and county leaders. Additional analyses show how respondents attri-
bute responsibilities to the three levels of government leaders on other issues. These results conform to
theoretical expectations and field observations. For example, assessment of national security and
defence is correlated with trust in central leaders but not with trust in provincial and local leaders,
which suggests that subnational governments are not held responsible for the issue. By contrast, percep-
tion of the problem of crime is correlated with trust in provincial and county leaders but not with trust in
central leaders, which suggests that central leaders are not held responsible for controlling crime.
Perception of the problem of alcohol abuse is not correlated with trust in any level of government lea-
ders, which indicates that respondents do not hold the government responsible for controlling alcohol
abuse.

Reassessing Trust in the Central Government 107

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741015001629 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741015001629


In order to ascertain that satisfaction with political democracy can be treated
as a proxy indicator of latent trust in central leaders, regression analysis is
employed.31 Observed trust in central leaders is treated as the dependent vari-
able.32 Satisfaction with democracy is the predictor of interest. In addition to
trust in provincial and county leaders, several other factors that are theoretically
expected to affect trust in central leaders are controlled. First, satisfaction with
government policies is controlled. When asked to indicate the degree to which
they agree with “in general, I am basically satisfied with government policies”
on a five-level ordinal scale, 33 per cent of 3,989 respondents choose “strongly
agree,” 53.2 per cent “somewhat agree,” 6.4 per cent “neither agree nor dis-
agree,” 5.7 per cent “somewhat disagree,” and 1.7 per cent “strongly disagree.”
It is well understood that in Chinese political discourse, the term “government
policies” (zhengfu zhengce 政府政策) usually refers to laws and policies promul-
gated by the central government, although it does not have “central” as a quali-
fier. To the extent that survey respondents regard central leaders as makers of
“government policies,” satisfaction with government policies is expected to affect
trust in central leaders.
Second, perception of local government corruption is controlled because peo-

ple may blame both central leaders and local officials for the problem.33

Respondents are generally quite critical of local government corruption. When
answering the question, “how serious is the problem of cadre corruption in this
locality?” 4.7 per cent choose “not serious at all,” 31.2 per cent “not too serious,”
40.7 per cent “somewhat serious” and 23.5 per cent “very serious.”
Third, life satisfaction is controlled.34 Respondents are asked to indicate their

degrees of satisfaction with household income, life in general and current job on
an 11-point scale, which ranges from “0” (not satisfied at all) to “10” (satisfied
very much). The three indicators constitute a reliable simple summation index
(α = 0.84). The respondents score an average of 16.2 on the 33-point scale
(or 49 on a 100-point scale).
Fourth, five background variables are controlled. Membership of the Chinese

Communist Party is controlled as Party members are expected to be more confi-
dent about central leaders than non-members. Age, gender and education are
controlled because previous studies have inconsistent findings about their effects
on political trust in China.35 Lastly, household registration is controlled as rural

31 It is impossible to determine if satisfaction with democracy precedes trust in central leaders. However,
the endogeneity problem is not a concern because this study aims only to determine whether the correl-
ation between the two variables is systematic.

32 An ordered logit model is fitted. The Brant Test shows that the predictor of interest meets the parallel
regression assumption, which means that it has a consistent effect on the ordinal measure of trust in cen-
tral leaders.

33 For analyses of how perception of corruption affects political trust, see Chanley, Rudolph and Rahn
2000; Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Morris and Klesner 2010.

34 For discussions about how life satisfaction affects political trust in China, see Chen, Jie, Lu and Yang
2007, 516–17; Zhong 2014, 39.

35 For discussions about how demographic factors affect political trust in China, see Shi 2001; Li,
Lianjiang 2004; Kennedy 2009.
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residents are expected to have stronger confidence in the central government than
urban dwellers owing to a few recently promulgated popular policies such as the
abolition of agricultural taxes and fees.
As shown in Table 3, satisfaction with democracy has a robust correlation with

trust in central leaders.36 All other things being equal, individuals who are more
satisfied with political democracy tend to have greater confidence in central lea-
ders. Conversely, people who are less satisfied tend to be less trustful.37 Although
it falls short of conclusively proving that satisfaction with democracy is an indi-
cator of latent trust in central leaders, the analysis shows that satisfaction with
democracy quite likely indicates latent confidence in central leaders’ commitment
and/or capacity to build democracy.

Results of comparison

Using satisfaction with democracy as a proxy indicator of latent trust in central
leaders, a comparative analysis is conducted to explore whether hierarchical

Table 3: Predicting Trust in Central Government Leaders

Satisfaction with political democracy in 0.06*
the country (low to high) (0.02)
Trust in provincial and county 1.04***
government leaders (low to high) (0.05)
Satisfaction with government policies 0.32***
(low to high) (0.07)
Perception of local government 0.26***
corruption (weak to strong) (0.06)
Life satisfaction −0.01
(low to high) (0.01)
Communist Party member 0.10
(0 = no; 1 = yes) (0.19)
Gender 0.08
(0 = female; 1 =male) (0.10)
Age 0.01†
(18 to 92) (0.01)
Education in years −0.01
(0 to 19) (0.02)
Household registration −0.03
(0 = urban; 1 = rural) (0.16)

Source:
China Survey.

Notes:
N = 3,989. Entries are unstandardized ordered logit regression coefficients, with robust standard errors in parenthesis beneath them.

†p ≤ 0.10; *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. Missing data are multiply imputed. Data are weighted.

36 The result is fully consistent when only hierarchical and equal trust holders are included in the analysis.
37 Three other results are worth mentioning. First, satisfaction with government policies has a significant

effect on trust in central leaders, which corroborates the findings of Saich 2007 and Yang and Tang
2010. Second, perception of local government corruption has a significant effect on trust in central lea-
ders. Third, life satisfaction has no significant effect on trust in central leaders.
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trust holders are less trusting of central leaders than equal trust holders in this
regard. In other words, satisfaction with democracy is used as the criterion of
comparison against which hierarchical trust holders and equal trust holders are
compared with each other. The comparison of means shows that hierarchical
trust holders are significantly less satisfied with democracy in China. Among
1,714 respondents who express a strong trust in central leaders, 554 equal
trust holders have a mean score of 7.9 on the 11-point scale of satisfaction.
By contrast, 1,160 hierarchical trust holders have a mean score of 7.1. The dif-
ference of means between the two groups is highly significant (p < 0.001).
Similarly, among 1,653 respondents who express modest trust in central lea-
ders, 1,038 equal trust holders have a mean score of 6.9 on the 11-point
scale. By contrast, 544 hierarchical trust holders have a mean score of 6.0.38

The difference of means between the two groups is also highly significant
(p < 0.001).
Regression analysis is employed to examine if the observed correlation between

holding hierarchical trust and being less satisfied with political democracy is sig-
nificant among people with different demographic backgrounds. Satisfaction
with political democracy in the country is treated as the dependent variable.39

Holding hierarchical trust or equal trust is the predictor of interest. Observed
trust in central leaders is controlled so that individuals who express the same
level of confidence are compared with each other. Also controlled are five demo-
graphic variables. The results are summarized in Table 4.
The result shows that individuals who hold hierarchical trust tend to be less

satisfied with political democracy in the country, regardless of their demograph-
ic backgrounds.40 To the extent that satisfaction with political democracy
indicates latent trust in central leaders in this regard,41 the result suggests
that hierarchical trust holders are less trusting of central leaders than they
sound.42 The fact that nearly 45 per cent of respondents hold hierarchical
trust indicates that the trust in central government leaders is considerably
weaker than it looks.

38 There are 71 respondents who hold paradoxical trust.
39 Following the convention of treating ordinal variables with seven or more categories as if they are con-

tinuous, an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) model is fitted.
40 The result is consistent when satisfaction with government policies, perception of local government cor-

ruption and life satisfaction are included as control variables.
41 Additional analyses show that assessment of the problem of freedom of speech and of the problem of

freedom of press also indicate latent trust in central leaders. On both issues, individuals who are less
satisfied are significantly less trusting of central leaders, controlling for their trust in provincial and
county leaders. Moreover, hierarchical trust holders are significantly less satisfied on the two issues
than equal trust holders (p < 0.05, one-sided test), controlling for their trust in central leaders and demo-
graphic backgrounds.

42 Three other results are worth mentioning: rural residents tend to be more satisfied with the current state
of political democracy; older people tend to be more satisfied; and better-educated people tend to be less
satisfied. This all suggests that popular demand for democracy may grow as people receive better
education.
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Evidence from the other four surveys

The 2002 and 2008 Asian Barometer Surveys and the 2003 and 2006
AsiaBarometer Surveys corroborate the finding that hierarchical trust holders
have less trust in central leaders with regard to developing political democracy.
All four surveys ask respondents to evaluate political democracy in China,
although they use different measures. The Asian Barometer Surveys observe
that about 70 per cent of people are satisfied with the way democracy works in
the country.43 The AsiaBarometer Surveys find that Chinese people are fairly sat-
isfied with their democratic rights.44

All four surveys find that satisfaction with democracy has a systematic and
independent correlation with observed trust in the central government. As
shown in Table 5, individuals who are more satisfied with political democracy
tend to have more confidence in the central government, controlling for 1)
trust in local government; 2) evaluation of the government’s performance in
developing the country’s economy;45 3) perception of local government

Table 4: Predicting Satisfaction with Democracy

Holding hierarchical trust −0.69***
(0 = no; 1 = yes) (0.14)
Trust in central leaders 0.90***
(modest to strong) (0.16)
Communist Party member 0.11
(0 = no; 1 = yes) (0.24)
Gender −0.02
(0 = female; 1 =male) (0.12)
Age 0.01†
(18 to 92) (0.00)
Education in years −0.06**
(0 to 19) (0.02)
Household registration 0.29†
(0 = urban; 1 = rural) (0.18)

Source:
China Survey.

Notes:
Entries are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, with robust standard errors in parenthesis beneath them. †p ≤ 0.10; *p ≤

0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. N = 3,296. Missing data are multiply imputed. Data are weighted.

43 “On the whole, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the way democracy works in our country?”
(Q098).

44 “How satisfied are you with the current scope of the following rights in China: (1) the right to vote; (2)
the right to participate in any kind of organization; (3) the right to gather and demonstrate; (4) the right
to be informed about the work and functions of government; (5) freedom of speech; (6) the right to criti-
cize the government?” (2003, Q28_a - Q28_f; 2006, Q39a - Q39f). Simple summation indices are con-
structed (α > 0.84).

45 “How would you rate the overall economic condition of our country?” (Asian Barometer Survey 2002,
2008, Q001); “How well do you think the Chinese government is dealing with the economy?”
(AsiaBarometer Survey 2003, Q22_a; 2006, Q31a). On how the economy affects political trust, see
Kinder 1981; Chanley, Rudolph and Rahn 2000.
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Table 5: Predicting Trust in the Central Government

2002 Asian Barometer
Survey

2003 AsiaBarometer
Survey

2006 AsiaBarometer
Survey

2008 Asian Barometer
Survey

Satisfaction with political democracy
(low to high)

0.70*** 0.74** 0.04*** 0.51***
(0.15) (0.26) (0.01) (0.09)

Trust in local government 0.78*** 1.71*** 0.87*** 0.89***
(low to high) (0.10) (0.15) (0.07) (0.08)
Satisfaction with the economy 0.44*** 0.64*** 0.14† 0.62***
(low to high) (0.09) (0.13) (0.07) (0.07)
Perception of local government corruption
(weak to strong)

0.14 −0.06
(0.15) – – (0.07)

Life satisfaction 0.05 0.09***
(low to high) – (0.03) (0.02) –

Gender 0.63*** 0.31† −0.04 0.05
(0 = female; 1 =male) (0.18) (0.16) (0.90) (0.10)
Age in years 0.02** 0.01 −0.01* 0.01
(young to old) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00)
Education −0.04 −0.09 −0.16*** −0.06***
(low to high) (0.03) (0.06) (0.04) (0.02)
Household registration −0.17 −0.04
(0 = urban; 1 = rural) (0.22) – – (0.10)
N 2,108 723 1,620 2,332

Notes:
Entries are unstandardized ordered logit regression coefficients, with standard errors in parenthesis beneath them. “–” indicates that no data are collected. Missing responses are excluded listwise. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01;

***p ≤ 0.001.
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corruption; 46 4) life satisfaction47 and demographic backgrounds. Conversely,
individuals who are less satisfied with democracy tend to express weaker trust
in the central government.48 The finding suggests that satisfaction with democ-
racy indicates latent trust in the central government with regard to developing
democracy.
Multiple regression technique is used to examine whether hierarchical and

equal trust holders have the same amount of latent confidence in the central gov-
ernment with regard to democracy. As shown in Table 6, controlling for demo-
graphic backgrounds, hierarchical trust holders tend to be less satisfied with
democracy than equal trust holders. The results corroborate China Survey’s find-
ing that hierarchical trust holders have less confidence in the central government
than equal trust holders, although they sound equally confident.49 The fact that
between 33 and 63 per cent of respondents of the four surveys hold hierarchical
trust indicates that trust in the central government is significantly weaker than it
appears.
To the extent that hierarchical trust holders have in real terms less trust in the

central government, the four surveys also indicate that public confidence in the
central government declines considerably from 2002 to 2008. The two waves of
the AsiaBarometer Survey show that the number of hierarchical trust holders
increases by nearly 14 per cent from 2003 to 2006. Similarly, the two waves of
the Asian Barometer Survey show that the number of hierarchical trust holders
grows by 15 per cent from 2002 to 2008.

Sources and Significance of Hierarchical Trust
The analyses above show that hierarchical trust has two layers of meaning.
Explicitly, it is the combination of stronger trust in the central government and
weaker trust in local government. Implicitly, it is a pattern of partial trust in
the central government in that manifest distrust of local authorities reflects latent
doubts about central leaders. While more refined data are needed to determine
the exact substance of hierarchical trust, existing studies suggest that hierarchical
trust is most likely a mixture of stronger confidence in the central government’s

46 “How widespread do you think corruption and bribe-taking are in your local/municipality govern-
ment?” (Asian Barometer Survey 2002, 2008, Q114) provided the following answers: (1) hardly anyone
is involved; (2) not a lot of officials are corrupt; (3) most officials are corrupt; (4) almost everyone is
corrupt.

47 AsiaBarometer Surveys ask about satisfaction with standard of living, household income and job (2003,
Q5_d, Q5_e, Q5_h; 2006, Q7d, Q7e, Q7h). Simple summation indices are constructed (α > 0.74).

48 Two other results are worth mentioning. First, the four national surveys show that positive assessment of
the government’s performance in developing the economy has a significant effect on trust in the central
government. Second, the two waves of the Asian Barometer survey do not corroborate the China
Survey’s finding that perception of local government corruption has a significant effect on trust in cen-
tral leaders (see fn. 37).

49 The result is consistent when assessment of the government’s handling of the economy, perception of
local corruption and life satisfaction are controlled. The four surveys corroborate the China Survey’s
finding that better educated people are less satisfied with political democracy.
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Table 6: Predicting Satisfaction with Democracy

2002 Asian Barometer
Survey1

2003 AsiaBarometer
Survey2

2006 AsiaBarometer
Survey2

2008 Asian Barometer
Survey1

Holding hierarchical trust −1.09*** −1.73*** −0.58** −0.84***
(0 = no; 1 = yes) (0.09) (0.27) (0.22) (0.09)
Trust in the central government 1.52*** 2.03*** 0.97*** 1.24***
(modest to strong) (0.17) (0.27) (0.22) (0.09)
Gender 0.02 −0.09 0.18 0.04
(0 = female; 1 =male) (0.09) (0.25) (0.21) (0.08)
Age in years 0.01* 0.01 0.02* 0.01*
(young to old) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00)
Education −0.07*** −0.25** −0.04 −0.04**
(low to high) (0.01) (0.10) (0.09) (0.01)
Rural household registration 0.93*** −0.01
(0 = no; 1 = yes) (0.10) – – (0.08)
N 2,496 664 1,397 3,307

Notes:
1 Entries are unstandardized ordered logit regression coefficients, with standard errors in parenthesis beneath them. 2 Entries are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, with standard errors in parenthesis beneath them.

“–” indicates that no data are collected. Missing responses are excluded listwise. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001.
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policy intent and weaker confidence in its capability to monitor and discipline
local deputies.50

Hierarchical trust may have three related sources. First, it may derive from
observing how the government system appears to operate. The multilevel
principal-agent system is prone to generate hierarchical trust. On one hand, cen-
tral leaders can cultivate public confidence in their commitment by promulgating
policies that look appealing to the public. On the other hand, local authorities
often lack the required incentives and resources to implement the policies that
ordinary people find beneficial.51 Worse still, it is politically suicidal for local
government leaders to inform the public that many popular policies are in fact
“unfunded mandates.” Without knowing that the central policies that they find
favourable are often “empty promises,” ordinary citizens may believe that such
policies are genuine and give credit to the political intent of central leaders.
For the same reason, people who are frustrated about poor policy implementa-
tion tend to attribute the problem to the ill-intent of local authorities. More crit-
ical individuals may suspect that central leaders share the responsibility for poor
policy implementation, but they may put the problem down to central leaders’
lack of capacity to monitor and discipline local officials. In other words,
among people who are confident about central leaders’ policy intent, those
who are unsatisfied with processes and outcomes of policy implementation
may remain confident about central leaders’ policy intent, although they lose
some confidence in central leaders’ abilities to monitor and discipline local
authorities.
Second, the regime employs political propaganda and censorship to foster hier-

archical trust. The official media keeps glorifying central leaders by trumpeting
the country’s “great achievements.” Meanwhile, it shields central leaders from
popular discontent by scapegoating local officials for things that have gone
wrong.52 In addition, the official news media selectively exposes corrupt local
authorities, while a tight censorship system blocks negative news about central
leaders and their families.53 As a result, people who receive political information
primarily from official sources or via the internet, which is restricted by the
“Great Firewall,” may develop hierarchical trust.54

Lastly, there is the cultural myth of the emperor as a paternalistic owner of the
kingdom which may predispose people to believe that central leaders must want
to protect common people from excessive exploitation by abusive local author-
ities.55 The myth has a particularly strong favourable effect on trust in the top

50 See Li, Lianjiang 2004, 2013.
51 For more discussions, see O’Brien and Li 1999; Tsui and Wang 2004; Liu et al. 2012.
52 Li, Lianjiang 2004; Kennedy 2009.
53 See Zhu, Lu and Shi 2013. During a recent field trip, several interviewees relayed the following joke:

CCTV news coverage has three parts: first, central leaders are very busy; second, Chinese people are
really happy; and finally, foreigners live in complete misery.

54 See Lei 2011.
55 See O’Brien and Li 2006, 43. For a discussion of the Confucian tradition of ascribing benign intentions

to the emperor and blaming his deputies for things that go wrong, see Pye 1992.
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leader, whose commitment to governing the country well is often taken for
granted. Meanwhile, the same cultural myth fosters distrust of local authorities,
who are believed to have little interest in the long-term stability of the regime and
will merrily exploit all opportunities for corruption.
Other than the three substantive sources, political caution may have contribu-

ted to the prevalence of hierarchical trust. Since survey questions do not differen-
tiate between dimensions of trust on different issues, cautious respondents who
have partial trust in central leaders on some issues may sound as if they have
full confidence on all issues.56 By contrast, political caution tends to have a
weaker inhibitive effect on the expression of distrust of local authorities.
Political caution thus makes the “attitude generalization” effect work only in
favour of central leaders.57 Honestly overstated trust in central leaders and truth-
fully expressed distrust of local authorities thus explain why so many people hold
hierarchical trust.
Hierarchical trust may have a dual effect on behavioural orientations. Relative

distrust of local authorities may enhance a sense of rights deprivation while at the
same time strengthen confidence in the efficacy of appealing to central leaders.
Hierarchical trust may thus be a cornerstone of the ideational foundation for
rightful resistance, which typically involves citing central policies to justify claims
and seeking favourable intervention from the central government.58 However,
steeply hierarchical trust may work just like distrust of central leaders.
Underneath the belief that all subnational authorities are totally corrupt may
lie a belief that central leaders are well-meaning but totally incapacitated.59

People who have strong relative distrust of local authorities may be more inclined
to adopt disruptive tactics when they protest against local authorities.

Conclusions
This study finds that there is significantly less popular trust in the Chinese central
government than five national surveys suggest. The evidence is indirect but
strong. First, the surveys show that between one- and two-thirds of respondents
hold hierarchical trust. Second, all other things being equal, people who are less
satisfied with political democracy tend to be less trusting of the central govern-
ment. Lastly, hierarchical trust holders tend to be less satisfied with political dem-
ocracy in China than those who express equal trust for central and local
governments. Put together, the three findings indicate that hierarchical trust
holders are less trusting of the central government than equal trust holders
with regard to developing political democracy, although they sound equally

56 Li, Lianjiang 2013, 26.
57 Hill 1981.
58 O’Brien and Li 2006.
59 Ibid., 45.
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confident. The fact that so many respondents hold hierarchical trust indicates
that trust in the central government is significantly weaker than it looks.
The finding calls for a re-examination of survey data about trust in China’s

central government. Sceptics are right in warning against uncritically accepting
survey results about trust in the central government; however, simply dismissing
survey results risks “throwing the baby out with the bath water.” This study
shows that the data collected in five nationwide surveys are in general valid
and reliable. The evidence is that correlations between observed trust in the cen-
tral government and evaluation of policy processes and outcomes conform to the-
oretical expectations. The challenge for researchers is to contextualize survey data
carefully.
Methodologically, this study demonstrates how to use an integrated approach

to triangulate trust in the central government. Researchers can use manifest trust
in the central government and manifest trust in local government as reference
points to identify assessments of policy processes and outcomes for which the
central government has a distinctive share of responsibility as indicators of latent
trust in the central government. Then, they can use the identified indicators as
criteria of comparison to determine if holders of hierarchical and equal trust
have the same amount of latent trust in the central government with regard to
the assessed policy processes and outcomes. The integrated approach generates
a more accurate assessment of trust in the central government at a given time
as well as its shifts in trend.
Last but not least, the integrated approach enables researchers to obtain a

more balanced assessment of public confidence in the current central leadership.
As his anti-corruption campaign continues to break new ground, President Xi
will most likely amass a huge amount of popular trust, which will be reflected
in broadly assessed trust in the central government should another national sur-
vey be conducted in the coming year or two. In the meantime, however, the
exposure of the outrageous corruption of senior leaders such as Zhou
Yongkang 周永康 and high-ranking provincial leaders is likely to encourage
even more people to develop hierarchical trust. Moreover, widespread hierarch-
ical trust is likely to become not only greater but also highly personalized, as
more people conclude that only Xi and his closest allies are trustworthy. In the
absence of an institutional mechanism to convert popular trust in a strong leader
into support for the one-party system, however, Xi’s rise as a political strongman
is likely to have a dual effect on the regime’s survival. On the one hand, the
regime may well remain stable as long as he stays in power; on the other hand,
his success as a political leader may create a major succession crisis in the near
future, not least because highly personalized hierarchical trust can easily degen-
erate into a dangerous cult of personality which, as we saw in the Maoist era, jeo-
pardizes peaceful power transition.
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摘摘要要: 本文认为中国民众对中央政府的信任度显著低于五个全国调查显示

的水平。证据来自这五个调查。首先, 调查显示介于三分之一至三分之二

的受访人持差序信任, 即对中央政府的信任度高于对地方政府的信任度。

第二, 控制其他情况, 对中国政治民主状况满意度越低, 对中央政府的信任

度越低。最后, 与持同等信任的人相比, 持差序信任的人对中国政治民主

状况满意度较低。综合起来, 这三个发现显示持差序信任的人在发展政治

民主这个问题上对中央政府的信任度低于持同等信任的人, 尽管这两组人

表面看来对中央的信任度相同。为数众多的人持差序信任这一事实表明民

众对中央政府的信任度显著低于其表面呈现的水平。

关关键键词词: 政治信任; 差序信任; 对中央政府的信任; 综合测量信任; 威权制度

的韧性
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Appendix
The China Survey is a project carried out by the College of Liberal Arts at Texas
A&M University in collaboration with the Research Center for Contemporary
China at Peking University. It is based on a stratified multi-stage probability
sample of all Chinese adults, which was drawn using GPS/GIS Assistant Area
Sampling (see Landry and Shen 2005). A total of 5,525 target respondents
were selected from 75 counties/districts. The end result was a national probability
sample of 3,989 individuals aged 18 or over, drawn from 73 county-level admin-
istrative regions, representing a response rate of 72.2 per cent. To adjust for sur-
vey design effects, each primary sampling unit is treated as a cluster. Data are
weighted in terms of strata, age and gender, based on the 2000 Census data.
Data are used with permission.
Like other surveys, the China Survey encounters the problem of missing

responses. Nearly 30 per cent of the 3,989 respondents did not answer one or
more of the three questions about trust in government leaders. To improve the
efficiency of estimation by reflecting additional variability owing to the missing
values, this study assumes that observations are missing at random (MAR)
and adopts the multiple imputation approach (King et al. 2001). Five multiply
imputed datasets were generated using Amelia II (James Honaker, Gary King
and Matthew Blackwell. 2012. Amelia II: A Program for Missing Data. R pack-
age version). All analytic models were also fitted to the original data using list-
wise deletion. Results obtained from the two alternative treatments of missing
values are highly consistent.
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