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Abstract
How can local governments in developing countries, constrained by limited resources, identify and respond
to the most pressing public demands? This paper posits that public deliberative platforms, even those with
controlled agendas, can be instrumental in this regard by facilitating communication between local elites
andordinary citizens, thereby leading to anobservable uptick in political trust over time. Public deliberation
serves two functions: firstly, it highlights shifting societal issues, incentivizing bureaucrats to respond more
promptly; and secondly, it generates narratives that temporarily improve the public perception of local
governments, even among individuals not directly benefiting from government actions.This study provides
evidence consistent with these theoretical implications by examining Chinese topical debate programs,
during which local officials engage with citizens and respond to their concerns. Empirical results based on
a staggered difference-in-differences design suggest that broadcasting such programs in China produces a
prompt increase in citizens’ trust in local officials. Our results demonstrate that public deliberation can yield
noticeable outcomes in developing countries, even with controlled agendas and constrained resources.

Keywords: deliberative governance; political trust; government responsiveness; narratives

1. Introduction
Local governance relies on bureaucrats as agents to implement the policies made by political leaders.
However, the preferences of these bureaucrats may diverge significantly compared to their politi-
cal leaders, thus resulting in reduced levels of effort or misconduct (Brehm and Gates, 1999; Huber
and Shipan, 2002). In politically centralized environments, such as one-party regimes, this agency
problem is intensified by the challenge of effectively monitoring bureaucratic misbehaviors due to
a lack of public participation and independent media organizations capable of supervising such
actions (Lorentzen, 2013). Although regimes often adopt strengthened top-down monitoring strate-
gies, solely relying on this approach is unlikely to effectively address the agency problem (Chen et al.,
2016; Huang et al., 2019).

To complement traditional measures, some regimes have introduced public deliberative institu-
tions that enable public communication between citizens and political leaders regarding complaints
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2 Chen et al.

and policy requests (He, 2008; Gueorguiev, 2021). For instance, the government of Hangzhou in
Zhejiang Province, China, established an online platform in the early 2000s to facilitate discus-
sions on various social issues such as environmental protection and traffic problems. This platform
encouraged public discourse, allowing citizens to freely express their suggestions and criticisms and
providing responses from government officials (Chen, 2006). Moreover, in Vietnam, query sessions
in the Vietnamese National Assembly enable delegates to quiz the prime minister, line ministers, and
state bank governors regarding current issues and even directly question their performance (Malesky
and Schuler, 2010). Are these public deliberative institutions merely “window dressing”? If not, what
are the underlying reasons?

The answers to these queries remain theoretically ambiguous. On one hand, public deliberation
allows for a certain degree of freedom of expression. By encouraging information exchange between
policymakers and citizens, public deliberation serves as a mechanism for decision-making and con-
flict resolution (Cohen, 1996; Gutmann and Thompson, 2004; He and Warren, 2011). Therefore, we
expect that public deliberation might introduce some democratic elements into the local governance
of one-party regimes. On the other hand, in some regimes, violence is often the ultimate method of
conflict resolution rather than reasoned discourse and voting (Svolik, 2012).Widespread information
manipulation and censorship can severely restrict the spaces for public deliberation and legitimate
bargaining (King et al., 2013; Chen and Xu, 2017a).

In this paper, we examine how public deliberation shapes political trust among the general popu-
lation in politically centralized environments, such as one-party states. Political trust, defined as trust
in political institutions and their leaders, is essential for the stability of political systems (Almond and
Verba, 1963). Political trust plays a pivotal role in subduing collective actions and maintaining state
stability (Shirk, 2008). For instance, waning political trust in local governments frequently triggers a
surge in petitions in China; during such incidents, ordinary citizens outline allegations ofmisconduct
by local authorities and forward them to the central government in Beijing (Li, 2008).

We argue that public deliberation can be conceptualized as a two-way communication process
between citizens and government officials and has the potential to foster political trust. Specifically,
public deliberation serves two functions: (1) incentivizing local governments to improve responsive-
ness (the responsiveness effect), and (2) generating narratives about local governance (the narrative
effect). Firstly, citizens’ demands and concerns are publicized through deliberation, pressuring local
bureaucrats to respond more promptly and subsequently influencing the formulation of public poli-
cies (Chen et al., 2016). As well as boosting people’s sense of empowerment, this in turn enhances
political representation and improves citizens’ perceptions of procedural fairness in policymaking
(Halvorsen, 2003; Whiting, 2017; Van der Meer, 2018; Yang and Zhao, 2023). Secondly, public delib-
eration involves the government transmitting information to the public, including the policymaking
process and government performance, thereby facilitating the spread of information among citizens.
Political distrust often arises from the inability to acquire accurate and comprehensive information
about government performance (Bok, 1997; Cook et al., 2010). Public deliberation ensures govern-
ment performance ismore discernible to themasses and thus generates narratives that improve public
perceptions regarding local governments, even among non-beneficiaries of government actions
(Pierson, 1993; Cook et al., 2010). Together, these two effects explain why public deliberation can
enhance political trust among the general population, even for those who neither participate in nor
observe it directly.

In this paper, we apply the above argument to contemporary China. In 2005, local governments
began introducing dianshi wenzheng, a China-style Topical Debate Program (TDP) resembling the
BBC’s Question Time. TDPs serve as platforms for public deliberation at the local level in China.
Public representatives, scholars, and local officials are invited to exchange opinions and ultimately
seek solutions to socioeconomic issues. Through this process, citizens can outline a diverse range
of demands and opinions and receive responses from local officials, potentially influencing future
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Political Science Research and Methods 3

policymaking. TDPs also facilitate public oversight of the implementation of decisions made within
their framework.

To examine the implications of our theory, we consider TDP broadcasts in China as deliberative
events and exploit their variation across cities and time as the basis of a staggered difference-in-
differences (DiD) design. Our analysis relies on three data sources: a manual collection of TDP
inception dates in each prefecture-level city; the four waves of the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS)
conducted in 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018; and city-level Statistical Yearbooks. We find that TDP
broadcasts significantly enhance the general population’s trust in local government officials in China.
However, the positive impacts of TDPs tend to decrease 2 years after their initial broadcasts. This
decline may occur due to the agenda control inherent in TDPs, which means that diverse voices are
not sufficiently incorporated, and the limited resources available to local bureaucrats.

Moreover, we provide supportive evidence for the responsiveness effect and narrative effect. On
the one hand, we find that TDP broadcasts increase public goods provision and foster more positive
service attitudes among government employees. On the other hand, we show that the impacts of
TDPs on political trust aremore pronounced among respondentswho frequentlywatchTVor browse
the Internet for political information. This latter evidence is consistent with the narrative effect as
individuals with high exposure to mass media are more likely to internalize the narratives presented
in TDPs (Zaller, 1992).

Our paper closely relates to four classes of literature. First, it contributes to research on the role
of public deliberation in politically centralized environments. While public deliberation has been
recognized as an important aspect of electoral democracy, generating positive effects like enhancing
political trust (e.g., Halvorsen, 2003; Grönlund et al., 2010; Minozzi et al., 2024), subsequent studies
have shown that it also occurs within politically centralized environments, such as one-party states
(He and Warren, 2011; Qin and He, 2022). He and Warren (2011) argue that the form of deliberative
governance in one-party states differs from electoral democracy in terms of political empowerment,
with tight agenda control affecting the functions of deliberation. Building on their seminal work,
our study provides a large-scale empirical analysis of the political consequences of public delibera-
tion in China. Our findings not only expand the empirical scope but also explore its dynamic effects.
Additionally, our results highlight a trust-enhancing effect even among non-participants in the delib-
erative process, an aspect not sufficiently addressed in the existing literature. For example, Qin and
He (2022) find, through interviews and a case study of public pricing hearings in Shanghai, that
participants report greater satisfaction than non-participants. The narrative effect we propose could
therefore contribute to understanding the complex functions of public deliberation.

Second, this paper contributes to the literature on authoritarian responsiveness. Previous studies
have explored the incentive mechanisms for local officials in politically centralized environments,
such as one-party regimes, to address citizens’ policy requests (Distelhorst and Hou, 2014, 2017;
Chen et al., 2016; Meng et al., 2017; Lueders, 2022). For instance, Chen et al. (2016) use online
field experiments to demonstrate how top-down monitoring systems and societal pressure from
citizens influence local governments’ policy responsiveness in China. Distelhorst and Hou (2017)
employ audit studies to reveal how economic development enhances local governments’ incentives
to respond. These studies typically measure government responsiveness based on either artificial
complaints designed by researchers or exogenous socioeconomic conditions. However, many of the
studies mentioned above in this paragraph often overlook the communication process where citizens
express their opinions within the framework set by the government, serving as information input
for governmental action. Drawing on the literature on deliberative authoritarian governance (e.g.,
He and Warren, 2011; Qin and He, 2022), this paper addresses this gap by focusing on a real-world
scenario where selected citizens can publicly voice their opinions on television. We assess the overall
political consequences of public deliberation, thereby providing a more comprehensive evaluation of
the entire process of policy responsiveness driven by citizen-government communication.
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Third, this paper fits into the broad literature on the sources of political trust in one-party
regimes. Previous studies have shown a range of determinants of political trust in electoral democra-
cies, including economic performance, accountability, representation, and individuals’ socialization
experiences (Almond and Verba, 1963; Hetherington and Rudolph, 2008; Cho, 2012). In contrast,
a growing body of literature demonstrates that factors such as corruption, inequality, and prop-
erty expropriation can influence political distrust (Zhou and Jin, 2018; Wang and Dickson, 2022;
Sha, 2023). Our study adds to this emerging literature by providing causal evidence regarding how
governments use managed public deliberative platforms to mitigate tensions with citizens.

Finally, this paper complements the co-optation theory in politically centralized environments
(Lust-Okar, 2006; Gandhi, 2008; Gandhi and Lust-Okar, 2009). A substantial body of literature has
studied how incumbents use quasi-democratic institutions, such as legislatures and political parties,
to co-opt elites in potentially opposing factions (Gandhi, 2008; Svolik, 2012). Unlike those quasi-
democratic institutions that involve direct power-sharing with elites, we focus on local deliberative
institutions that encourage public participation and enhance the ability of citizens to monitor local
officials (Malesky and Schuler, 2010; Stockmann and Luo, 2019). Specifically, we show that these pub-
lic deliberative institutions serve as a commitment mechanism that forces local officials to respond to
policy requests from citizens and fosters narratives about local governance, thereby strengthening cit-
izens’ political trust. Our study contributes to the co-optation theory by emphasizing the importance
of restructuring the power dynamics between ordinary citizens and local officials and enhancing
citizen-government communication.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 theorizes our hypotheses. Section 3 intro-
duces the TDPs in China. Section 4 describes our data and empirical strategies. Section 5 presents
our empirical findings. Section 6 examines the mechanisms. Section 7 concludes the paper.

2. Theorization and hypotheses
The agency problem is prevalent across different regimes, especially within local governance in
politically centralized environments, such as one-party states. For example, mayors of municipal
governments rely on bureaucrats to implement policies and these bureaucratsmay have different pref-
erences, leading to reduced levels of effort ormisconduct (Brehm andGates, 1999; Huber and Shipan,
2002). Such actions may result in public dissatisfaction or even social turmoil. This issue is further
complicated by the difficulty of effectively monitoring bureaucratic behavior due to the absence of
public participation and independent media oversight (Lorentzen, 2013). The employment of strin-
gent top-down monitoring strategies by the central government is not sufficient to resolve the agency
problem (Chen et al., 2016; Huang et al., 2019).

To address the agency problem and improve local governance, regimes have established pub-
lic deliberative institutions that enhance communication between citizens and local officials and
encourage a certain level of public participation in supervising bureaucrats (Gueorguiev, 2021).
This is exemplified by TDPs in China. These programs act as public deliberative platforms with
controlled agendas, allowing public representatives and officials to exchange opinions, discuss socioe-
conomic issues, and collectively seek solutions to problems. They also facilitate public oversight of
the implementation of collective decisions. Designed to gather public opinions and policy prefer-
ences, TDPs aim to enhance government responsiveness and accountability, ultimately improving
local governance.

We conceptualize the above-mentioned deliberative institutions as platforms for two-way com-
munication between citizens and local government officials. For one, the demands and concerns
of citizens are publicized through public deliberation, incentivizing local bureaucrats to respond
more promptly and subsequently influencing the formulation of public policies (Halvorsen, 2003;
Whiting, 2017; Van der Meer, 2018; Yang and Zhao, 2023). For another, public deliberation involves
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the local government transmitting information to citizens such as policymaking details and perfor-
mance statistics. This generates narratives that improve the public perceptions of local governments,
even among those who do not directly benefit from the policies in question (Pierson, 1993; Cook
et al., 2010). All of this contributes to the formation of political trust.

In terms of the first way of communication, citizens can express their demands, and govern-
ment officials are incentivized to respond promptly, thus improving levels of political trust (Fournier
et al., 2011). Regimes struggle to collect information about citizens’ preferences and policy out-
comes (Lorentzen, 2013), so the information provided via public deliberations is highly valuable; the
government can utilize these data to identify policy successes and failures and reduce the risk of col-
lective action by ensuring policy demands are met (Distelhorst and Hou, 2017; Chen and Xu, 2017b).
Although local government officials may have been aware of the rankings of citizens’ policy prefer-
ences before deliberation, they might not fully grasp the intensity of those preferences. With limited
resources and attention, they may postpone or neglect some issues without deliberation. However,
when deliberation brings these issues into focus, local government officials become aware that both
citizens and their superiors are paying attention to the issues. Under pressure fromabove and below to
address publicly highlighted concerns, local government officials aremotivated to respond effectively
(Chen et al., 2016), which leads to higher levels of political trust (Rivetti and Cavatorta, 2017).

In addition to addressing citizens’ interests on a case-by-case basis during public deliberation,
these specific concerns may later be incorporated into institutionalized policymaking, enhancing
political representation and fostering political trust (Abramson, 1972; Yang and Zhao, 2023). Political
representation refers to the institutional channels through which public interests and demands are
expressed and integrated into the policymaking process.Through public deliberation, individuals see
their interests represented in policymaking, leading to perceptions of procedural fairness, decision
legitimacy, and increased empowerment and external political efficacy (Abney and Hutcheson, 1981;
Bobo and Gilliam, 1990; Whiting, 2017).

In terms of the second way of communication, local governments can transmit information to
citizens through public deliberation. Since citizens usually lack information about governance in one-
party regimes (Stockmann and Luo, 2019), public deliberation can generate narratives that improve
public perceptions of local governments, even among non-beneficiaries of policies (Pierson, 1993;
Cook et al., 2010). This is accomplished for several reasons. First of all, citizens participating in or
observing public deliberation can become more knowledgeable regarding the political system and
therefore more trusting of it (Cook et al., 2010; Grönlund et al., 2010). Political distrust often arises
from the inability to acquire accurate and comprehensive information about government perfor-
mance (Bok, 1997; Cook et al., 2010). By engaging in public deliberation, either as participants or
as observers, people can learn about policymaking processes and government performance, better
understand policy issues, and become more tolerant and respectful of diverse views (Grönlund et al.,
2010; Pincock, 2012).This educational effect is particularly crucial in regimes characterized by limited
transparency in policy formulation (Hollyer et al., 2015).

Furthermore, most citizens have limited awareness regarding political issues and predominantly
rely on cues from politicians, media, and other sources to comprehend political matters (Converse,
1964; Zaller, 1992). Public deliberation can serve as a heuristic shortcut for audiences to evaluate the
trustworthiness of governments. Importantly, public deliberation differs from the propaganda and
informationmanipulation (Stockmann andGallagher, 2011). Deliberative institutions are notmerely
“window dressing” but can genuinely impact policymaking in politically centralized environments
(Fishkin et al., 2010; He and Warren, 2011). Consequently, audiences are more likely to be persuaded
by the information conveyed through such institutions (Zaller, 1992), thereby increasing their level
of political trust.

However, citizens with relatively high political awareness do not simply accept the persuasive
message conveyed through public deliberation (Zaller, 1992). Instead, they assess both the input
(e.g., responsiveness and accountability) and output (e.g., performance) of the government when
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determining their levels of political trust (Easton, 1975; Listhaug and Jakobsen, 2018). During this
process, individuals rely on their prior beliefs as a benchmark (Miller and Listhaug, 1999; Van der
Meer, 2018). In politically centralized environments, such as one-party regimes, these prior beliefs
are developed in response to relatively weak government performance, responsiveness, and account-
ability (Chen et al., 2016; Distelhorst and Hou, 2017). Public deliberation can transmit positive
information regarding the government and produce desirable outcomes, such as improved govern-
ment responsiveness and accountability, and better decision-making (Yang and Zhao, 2023). Even
those who neither participate in nor watch public deliberation can still observe its beneficial out-
comes. Moreover, non-beneficiaries of these outcomes may also be more inclined to believe that they
can influence policymaking when they directly see or hear from others about fellow citizens actively
participating in policymaking through public deliberation (Gastil et al., 2012). In this context, citi-
zens can update their beliefs about local government based on the informational signals sent through
public deliberation, ultimately leading to an elevation in their levels of political trust (Newton, 1999;
Van der Meer, 2018). Based on this argument, we propose the following three testable hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Public deliberation improves political trust among citizens.

Hypothesis 2a (Responsiveness Effect) Public deliberation improves political trust among citizens by
enhancing government responsiveness.

Hypothesis 2b (Narrative Effect) Public deliberation improves political trust among citizens by
generating narratives that elevate their perceptions of local governments.

3. Introduction to topical debate programs in China
We test the above three hypotheses using a specific kind of public deliberative platform in China
known as dianshi wenzheng, a Chinese TDP resembling the BBC’s Question Time. The majority of
TDPs are either broadcast live or recorded and then aired on TV and/or the Internet, following a
specific schedule (e.g., weekly and monthly). These programs are typically initiated and organized by
local TV stations and carry distinct names, such as “Asking Politics in Hefei” and “Time for Political
Inquiry.” TDPs have strong official backing as they are predominantly co-organized by local govern-
ments or local branches of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), such as the Municipal Committee
of the CCP and the Municipal Commission for Discipline Inspection.1 A typical TDP is illustrated in
Figure A10 of Section A6 in the Appendix, with local officials seated on the left side, a host occupying
the center position, and representatives of the public and invited experts seated on the right. There
are also numerous audiences at the bottom of the image.

The topics for TDPs are carefully chosen by TV stations from a pool of suggestions collected
directly from local residents. Citizens provide these suggestions through various channels, such as
WeChat, websites, email, etc. Subsequently, TV stations dispatch reporters to investigate certain top-
ics, with those of interest then reported to local governments. Once topics have been finalized and
approved by local governments, they will become part of future TDP broadcasts.These topics encom-
pass a broad spectrumof socioeconomic fields ranging fromhousing and education to transportation
and environmental concerns. FigureA11 of SectionA6 in theAppendix demonstrates how frequently
each topic is discussed in the TDPs for each city (if applicable) within our sample, with environmental
protection and housing issues emerging as particularly popular subjects.

Public representatives and observers in TDPs are selected through a combination of volunteering
and invitation. Citizens can volunteer as public representatives or observers, but due to limited quo-
tas set by TV stations, only a few are able to participate. Additionally, stakeholders associated with

1TheMunicipal Commission forDiscipline Inspection of the CCP is a key agency responsible for overseeing party discipline
and combating corruption at the municipal level.
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relevant issues, ordinary citizens, local People’s Congress deputies, and members of the local com-
mittee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) are also invited to partake
as public representatives or observers. This diverse mix of participants adds richness and inclusivity,
ensuring a well-rounded and engaging platform for public deliberation.

TDPs typically unfold in three distinct stages. Initially, a host introduces the predetermined agenda
established by the local TV station under the influence of the local government.2 During the second
stage, public representatives outline their concerns and raise pertinent questions concerning socioe-
conomic and policy matters. In parallel, live broadcast audiences can also submit questions via the
Internet or phone, and someof these inquirieswill be addressed as part of the program.The third stage
involves local officials responding to the questions posed by the public, seeking advice, and address-
ing their requests. The second and third stages often include some back-and-forth, enriched with
comments and suggestions from invited experts. Ultimately, a consensus is frequently achieved with
local officials agreeing to address the public’s demands, which may involve direct problem-solving
or the formulation of new policies in the future. To ensure accountability, reporters will monitor the
implementation of collective decisions and provide updates in later TDP episodes or through online
platforms, encouraging active public supervision.

Although we expect that Chinese TDPs can enhance public levels of political trust, there are
several theoretical reasons could dilute this effect in the long run. Firstly, local bureaucrats face
resource constraints when responding to public demands (Dasgupta and Kapur, 2020). Therefore,
when public demands conflict with those of their superiors, local government officials with lim-
ited resources can only address the most urgent public demands and others are neglected. In other
words, the multitasking nature of local governments prevents local bureaucrats from prioritizing all
the issues raised during TDPs (Holmstrom and Milgrom, 1991; O’Brien and Li, 1999). Secondly,
TDP agendas are often controlled by local governments, limiting discussions to non-sensitive topics
such as environmental protection and education while prohibiting sensitive issues such as political
reforms. Consequently, the level of information exchange between citizens and officials is restricted.
Additionally, the participant selection process is not sufficiently representative as public represen-
tatives and observers are primarily chosen through a combination of volunteering and invitations
rather than random sampling.

4. Data and empirical strategy
4.1. Data
Our analysis relies primarily on three data sources. The first data source specifies the dates on which
a local TDP was first broadcast (if applicable) in 328 prefecture-level cities in mainland China. The
second consists of four consecutive waves of the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) survey. The final
source includes city-level socioeconomic characteristics from the China City Statistical Yearbooks
and China Statistical Yearbooks for Regional Economy.

4.1.1. TDPs and selection concerns
To begin with, we manually recorded the date on which a local TDP broadcast first took place in
each of the 328 mainland cities. This process was reliant on information from government official
websites, newspapers, and mass media, and the data collection procedure is described in detail in
Section A1 in the Appendix. To ensure that TDP broadcasts serve as a good proxy for local public
deliberation, we required that, for a TDP to be considered qualified, residents must be able to partic-
ipate and engage in face-to-face discussions with government officials. Participation and face-to-face
interaction strengthen direct contact between local officials and citizens and “force” local officials to
respond directly to requests and questions proposed by citizens, thus ensuring TDPs are platforms

2In mainland China, all TV stations are state-owned and government-controlled.
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Figure 1. Number of cities with local TDP broadcasts.

for public deliberation rather than purely for propaganda. Only qualified TDP broadcasts have been
included in our treatment.

Our key independent variable is TDP, which equals one if a qualified TDP has been aired by a
local TV channel of a city in a given year; otherwise, it equals zero. In our analysis, once a city is
treated, it remains treated for the remainder of the panel. In other words, once a city initiated a local
TDP broadcast in a given year, TDP equals one for that city since that year. Analogously, we created
a binary variable, TDP_province, equaling one if a qualified TDP at the provincial level has been
aired in a province in a specific year.3 This binary variable primarily functions as a control variable
considering the potential confounding effects of provincial-level TDPs.

The first TDP, called yibashou shangdianshi, was broadcast in Lanzhou, Gansu Province, in 2005.
However, this was only a regional policy innovation and did not trigger policy diffusion at that time.
As indicated in Figure 1, there were only two cities, Lanzhou and Nanjing, with local TDP broad-
casts before 2010. More cities began to broadcast local TDPs from 2011 onwards. Before 2017, the
establishment of TDPs was a policy innovation and diffusion spontaneously conducted by local gov-
ernments. At the end of 2016, the central government produced a document explicitly encouraging
the creation of TDPs as a way to improve government responsiveness and transparency and enhance
public participation in local governance.4 Since this document merely listed TDPs as a method to
improve government responsiveness without issuing a mandate, local governments retain significant
discretion in establishing TDPs. Hence, the diffusion of TDPs largely remains a spontaneous act. As
is shown in Figure 1, the central government’s involvement did not significantly change the growth
pattern with regard to the number of cities adopting TDPs.

The adoption of TDPs is primarily driven by the spontaneous initiatives of local governments.
Therefore, certain city characteristics and the attributes of local political leaders may influence their
implementation (Zhu and Zhang, 2016). First, economic development provides a financial founda-
tion for local governments to initiate TDPs while raising citizens’ and enterprises’ expectations for
improved public goods and services. Consequently, economic development, fiscal capacity, and the

3Hosts of qualified TDPs at the provincial level include provincial government agencies or provincial CCP organizations.
4Detailed Rules for the Implementation of the Opinions on Comprehensively Promoting the Openness of Government Affairs

was issued onNovember 15, 2016. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first official document from the central government
that explicitly mentions and encourages the establishment of TDPs. For the original document in Chinese, see: https://www.
gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-11/15/content_5132852.htm (last accessed 30 June, 2025).
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current levels of public goods provision are possible determinants in establishing TDPs. Second, pop-
ulation andurbanization levelsmay affect the adoption of TDPs,which primarily address urban issues
and require a sufficient audience base. Third, technological capacity, enabling TDP broadcasts via
TV, the Internet, and mobile phones, may also play a crucial role in their implementation.5 Finally,
municipal party secretaries are key decision-makers in establishing local TDPs, and their personal
characteristics may shape their decision-making.

For each of the socioeconomic dimensions mentioned above, we select several indicators to mea-
sure them. The data is from the China City Statistical Yearbooks and China Statistical Yearbooks for
Regional Economy. We used the values of these variables measured in 2010 before our sample period
(from 2012 to 2018). We compare cities with TDPs and those without across 24 socioeconomic vari-
ables in 2010. Furthermore, for the personal characteristics of municipal party secretaries, we select
their years in office and educational levels. We compare the attributes of municipal party secretaries
in cities that initiated TDPs in a given year with those in cities that had not adopted TDPs by that
year.The balance test results reported in Tables A1 andA2 of SectionA2 in the Appendix indicate sig-
nificant differences between the two groups on only three dimensions: the natural log of population
(ln(population)) and health institutions (ln(health_insititution)) and the share of employment in state-
owned enterprises (SOE_share). As a result, we control for the influence of the three determinants of
TDPs on our outcome variables in the estimation.

4.2.2. CFPS and political trust
Our second data source consists of four consecutive waves of the CFPS from 2012 to 2018.The CFPS,
a nationally representative longitudinal survey of Chinese communities, families, and individuals, is
conducted biannually by the Institute of Social Science Surveys of Peking University. Initiated in
2010, it has surveyed individuals from more than 14,000 households across 25 provinces in main-
land China and includes detailed information on individual characteristics and public opinion. Thus
far, six waves have been conducted in 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2020. Data from 2012, 2014,
2016, and 2018 has been used for our empirical analysis because the survey question referring to
political trust first appeared in the 2012 wave.6 We undertook several steps to clean the data. First,
we excluded the sample from the four provincial-level municipalities (Beijing, Chongqing, Shanghai,
and Tianjin) and the five Plan Directly Administered Cities (Dalian, Ningbo, Qingdao, Shenzhen,
and Xiamen) because they are markedly different from prefecture-level cities in terms of political
status and economic resources. We also removed respondents in autonomous prefectures.7 Second,
we excluded people working in government agencies, CCP organizations, People’s Congress, CPPCC,
and military organizations because they are likely to hold much higher levels of political trust com-
pared to the general population. Lastly, we excluded respondents who are under 18 or over 90 years
old because they may be either too young or too old to answer some subjective survey questions.8
Overall, our working sample includes 86,873 observations.

Our primary outcome of interest is political trust at the individual level, i.e., how much they trust
political institutions and leaders (Almond and Verba, 1963). In our case, we construct our dependent
variable using the survey question in the CFPS: “Please rate your level of trust in local government
officials.” Answers range from 0 to 10, with higher scores representing higher levels of trust. We
use each respondent’s answer to measure his or her level of political trust in our baseline analysis.

5According to the Directory of Radio and Television Broadcasting Institutions and Channels/Frequencies (as of July 2009), all
prefecture-level cities in our sample had established local TV channels before 2010.

6We have not included the 2020 wave because it was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which was a significant
shock factor with regard to political trust and thus may bias our estimation.

7An autonomous prefecture in China is an administrative division established in areas with significant ethnicminority pop-
ulations. These regions are granted a degree of self-governance, allowing local governments to implement policies to preserve
the cultural and social characteristics of the predominant ethnic groups.

8The estimates using different age thresholds are reported in Table A7 of Section A4 in the Appendix. Our findings are
robust regarding the choices of different age thresholds.
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10 Chen et al.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variable N SD Min Mean Max

Panel A. Individual-level descriptive statistics
Trust 86,873 2.661 0 4.950 10
Age 86,873 15.310 19 48.142 89
Marriage 86,873 0.373 0 0.833 1
Hukou 86,093 0.498 0 0.454 1
Employment 86,873 0.457 0 0.702 1
CCP_membership 86,872 0.102 0 0.011 1
Panel B. City-level descriptive statistics
TDP 448 0.418 0 0.225 1
TDP_province 448 0.234 0 0.058 1
Ln(population) 109 0.540 4.462 6.004 7.248
SOE_share 112 0.046 0.029 0.089 0.284
Ln(health_insititution) 112 0.876 5.231 7.083 8.932

Notes: Panel A reports individual-level descriptive statistics, and Panel B presents city-level descriptive statistics. In Panel B, we use the values
for the year 2010 for the three control variables: Ln(population), SOE_share, and Ln(health_insititution).

Moreover, we incorporate age, marital status, Hukou (urban or rural Hukou), employment status
(employed or unemployed), and years of CCP membership as control variables.9 Table 1 reports the
descriptive statistics.

4.2. Empirical strategy
Our empirical analysis relies on a staggered DiD specification to estimate the causal effect of public
deliberation on political trust among the public:

Trustict = 𝛽TDPct + XictΓ + 𝜆i + 𝜇t + Zc,2010 × 𝜇tΘ + 𝜀ict, (1)

where i denotes an individual, c represents a city, and t indicates a year.Trustict is our outcome of inter-
est, defined as individual i’s level of political trust in year t. TDPct is a binary variable, which equals
one if a qualified TDP has been aired by a local TV channel of city c in year t and zero if this is not
the case.10 Xict is a vector of individual i’s demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, including
age, marital status, Hukou, employment status, and years of CCP membership. 𝜆i refers to individ-
ual fixed effects, which control for individual-specific factors that do not change over time such as
personal traits and inherent abilities. 𝜇t represents year fixed effects, which control for common time
trends that affect all individuals equally, such as economic conditions or policy changes in a given
year. Including these fixed effects helps ensure that the analysis focuses on within-individual varia-
tions over time and accounts for overall time-based changes. We also control for Zc,2010 ×𝜇t , a vector
of the interactions between several predetermined socioeconomic characteristics of city c in the year
2010 and year dummies, to improve the conditional independence of the treatment. Specifically, we
incorporate the natural log of population (ln(population)) and health institutions (ln(health_insititu-
tion)) and the share of employment in state-owned enterprises (SOE_share) according to the results
of the balance test reported in Table A1 in Section A2 in the Appendix. We have removed cities with
qualified TDP broadcasts before 2012 because they belong to the always treated group in our sample.
The coefficient of interest is 𝛽, which captures the intention-to-treat (ITT) effect of TDPs on politi-
cal trust. This is because it is not possible to distinguish between respondents who directly engage

9The Hukou system in China pertains to residency permits. It comprises two primary statuses: rural and urban Hukou. We
created a binary variable, Hukou, equaling one if the respondent had an urban Hukou when taking the survey. Otherwise, it
equals zero.

10In our analysis, once a unit is treated, it remains treated for the remainder of the panel. In other words, once city c
establishes a local TDP broadcast in year t, TDPct equals one since year t for city c.
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Political Science Research and Methods 11

in or watch TDPs and those who do not in the CFPS dataset.11 𝜀ict is the error term. To account for
potential correlations in the error terms within the same city, we cluster the standard errors by city.

The validity of the DiD estimation relies on the parallel-trend assumption: the average change in
the political trust of people living in the cities with TDP broadcasts and those without would have
been the same in the absence of TDP broadcasts. Although this assumption is untestable, we use
the event-study estimation to provide support for the parallel-trend assumption. The event-study
estimation is also helpful in studying the dynamics of treatment effects. Specifically, we estimate the
following specification:

Trustict =
5

∑
s≥−5 , s≠−1

𝛽sDtc0+s + 𝜆i + 𝜇t + Zc,2010 × 𝜇tΘ + 𝜀ict, (2)

where the dummy variables, Dtc0+s, jointly represent a window of time covering the first TDP
broadcast in each city. Specifically, tc0 represents the first year in which city c had a local TDP
broadcast. Dtc0+s is a set of dummy variables indicating whether t − tc0 = s with s =
−5, −4, −3, −2, 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 + . In other words, Dtc0+s equals one if, for city c in year t, the
first TDP broadcast was s years away. For example, when s = 5+, Dtc0+s is a binary variable taking
the value of 1 if there have been at least five years since the first TDP broadcast in city c. We use the
year prior to the first TDP broadcast (s = −1) as our reference group. Consequently, the parameters
of interest identify the effects of TDPs s years following or preceding their first broadcast relative to
the last pre-TDP event period in the sample.

5. Empirical findings
5.1. Baseline results
Table 2 reports our baseline results, with column 1 detailing the estimates controlling for individ-
ual and year fixed effects. The results indicate that broadcasting TDPs significantly improves political
trust among individuals. In column2,we additionally control for individual time-varying characteris-
tics and a binary variable indicating whether there is a provincial-level TDP broadcast.The estimated
effect of TDPs remains stable. In column 3, we add the interaction of city-level pre-determined vari-
ables, namely ln(population), SOE_share, and ln(health_insititution), with year dummy variables. The
estimated effect of TDPs on political trust slightly decreases but remains statistically significant. We
report additional results in Table A4 of Section A4 in the Appendix, including those obtained after
controlling for the interactions between-year dummies and the other balanced predetermined city
characteristics,12 as well as province-specific time trends.The estimated coefficients remain positively
significant.

To assess the magnitude of the estimates, we observe that the sample mean of the level of political
trust is 4.95 (the theoretical span is from 0 to 10). Accordingly, the estimates reported in column
3 of Table 2 indicate that TDPs increase political trust by 0.148, accounting for 3% of the sample
mean. The magnitude appears small because we estimate the ITT effect of TDPs. In other words, we
estimate the impact of broadcasts among the general population regardless of the extent to which
individuals have received the information conveyed via these programs. We further compare the

11In China, television remains widely popular, although its viewership has been gradually declining. According to the China
Radio and Television Yearbook, as of 2018, the national television population coverage rate reached 99.25%, and the household
television ownership rate stood at 96.4%. The total television audience nationwide was 1.28 billion. TDPs are mainly broadcast
on provincial-level satellite TV channels, provincial non-satellite TV channels, or city-level TV channels. In 2018, the total
viewing share was 51.6%. However, the average daily viewing time per person continued to decline from 169 minutes in 2012
to 129 minutes in 2018. In our sample, the proportion of people who watched TV every week was 91.9% in 2014, 91.7% in
2016, and 89.1% in 2018.

12We include the interactions between year dummy variables with over 20 balanced predetermined city characteristics.
Please refer to Section A2 in the Appendix for more details.
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12 Chen et al.

Table 2. Baseline results

Political trust

Dependent variable: (1) (2) (3)

TDP 0.174*** 0.176*** 0.148**
(0.059) (0.061) (0.065)

Individual FE YES YES YES
Year FE YES YES YES
Individual controls YES YES
Provincial-level TDP YES YES
City controls × year dummies YES
Observations 86873 85909 83789
R2 0.539 0.540 0.541

Notes: The standard errors clustered at the city level are reported in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

magnitude of our estimates with those of a recent study conducted by Minozzi et al. (2024), who
relied on a field experiment in the United States to evaluate the benefits of public deliberation. They
find that participating in public deliberation increases individuals’ trust in government, leaders, and
officeholders by 4%. Their study estimates the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) of public
deliberation on participants, so it is plausible that the magnitude of their estimates is higher than
ours. Considering that the proportion of the general population in China actively participating in
TDPs is likely to be very small, the impact of public deliberation on the participants in our study may
be much higher.

A potential concern with our staggered DiD design is the plausibility of our baseline estimates.
Specifically, the estimand of the two-way fixed effects regression specification used in equation (1)
may not correspond with an intuitive causal parameter when there is heterogeneity in treatment
effects across either time or units (Roth et al., 2023). This is because it may include the “forbidden
comparisons”: an early-treated unit is used as a control for later-treated units. We follow Goodman-
Bacon (2021) to decompose the overall DiD estimates into four types. The results, reported in Table
A3 of Section A3 in the Appendix, show that the total weight of the “forbidden comparisons” is 0.135,
which is much smaller than that of the other two comparisons (0.865). The overall DiD estimates are
also driven by the comparison between the never-treated group and the treated group. Overall, our
baseline DiD estimates are sensible.

5.2. Event-study estimates
To check for potential pre-trends and study the dynamic effect of broadcastingTDPs onpolitical trust,
we estimate equation (2). We also present the event-study figures generated by several recently pro-
posed estimators (Cengiz et al., 2019; Callaway and Sant’Anna, 2021; Gardner, 2022; Borusyak et al.,
2024).These estimators providemore sensible estimands under the heterogeneity of treatment effects
in settings with staggered treatment timing (Roth et al., 2023). Figure 2 presents the event-study fig-
ures with a 90% confidence interval. Independent of the estimator used, the estimated coefficients
for the years before the first TDP broadcasts are close to zero and statistically insignificant.13 This
suggests that there is no pre-trend, thus supporting the parallel-trend assumption. Additionally,
Figure 2 demonstrates that the positive impact of TDPs begins to decrease two years after their initial
broadcast in a given city.

13Although the estimated coefficients at the −1 period obtained from Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) and Borusyak et al.
(2024) are positive, they are not statistically significant at the 10% level.
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Political Science Research and Methods 13

Figure 2. Dynamic effects of TDPs on political trust.
Notes: This figure displays the event-study plot constructed using equation (2), estimated using OLS (in navy blue with hollow circlemark-
ers), Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) (in grey with cross markers), Cengiz et al. (2019) (in electric blue with solid circle markers), Borusyak
et al. (2024) (in blue with diamondmarkers), and Gardner (2022) (in light blue with triangle markers). The corresponding 90% confidence
intervals are depicted.

Lastly, we conduct a sensitivity analysis for possible violations of the parallel-trend assumption
using the method proposed by Rambachan and Roth (2023). We apply their method to our estima-
tions. The results presented in Figure A7 of Section A3 in the Appendix show that the positive effect
of TDPs on political trust persists despite a certain degree of violations of the parallel trend.

5.3. Discussion of the declining effect
The decline in the effect of TDPs on political trust over time is plausible for several reasons. From the
supply side, the effectiveness of TDPs in addressing citizens’ demands and concerns may gradually
decline due to two contributing factors. Firstly, local bureaucrats in developing countries are often
heavily under-resourced relative to their responsibilities (Dasgupta and Kapur, 2020). The function-
ing of TDPs is inexorably linked to pressure and oversight from high-ranking officials because the
promotion and demotion of local Chinese officials are solely determined by superior organizational
departments and CCP leaders. When public demands conflict with those of their superiors, local
bureaucrats are only capable of addressing the most urgent issues highlighted by members of the
public and others are neglected. Specifically, TDPs may initially attract the attention of local political
leaders who push bureaucrats to address public demands. However, the multitasking nature of local
governments prevents political leaders and bureaucrats from consistently focusing on specific issues
raised during these broadcasts (Holmstrom and Milgrom, 1991; O’Brien and Li, 1999). Therefore,
local bureaucrats may cease to address the same types of issues consistently.

Secondly, the agenda control inherent in TDPs restricts the exchange of information between
citizens and local governments. As described in Section 3, although topics for TDPs are based on sug-
gestions from citizens, they are carefully selected by TV stations and overseen by local governments.
Consequently, relatively “easy” problems, such as traffic congestion, pollution control, and admin-
istrative misconduct of grassroots bureaucracies, are given high priority for resolution. However,
certain public demands, especially those that are essential but would require substantial resources
or extensive policy changes, may be postponed or neglected. This restriction of the public’s ability to
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express opinions and demands weakens the key function of TDPs, i.e., facilitating decision-making
and conflict resolution (He and Warren, 2011). Hence, the trust-enhancing effect of TDPs may be
eroded in the long run.

On the demand side, audience engagement with TDPs may decline over time. The first few
episodes of a TDP are intensely covered by local news media, attracting viewers due to their nov-
elty. However, amid the plethora of competing television programs and mass media content, TDPs
may gradually lose prominence without sustainedmedia coverage (Badrinathan, 2021). Additionally,
the declining effectiveness of TDPs and the agenda control within them may divert people’s attention
away from these programs. Specifically, when people observe that only “easy” problems are addressed
while more entrenched problems remain unresolved or undiscussed, their expectations for TDPs
may wane over time, leading to a gradual loss of interest. However, the internalization of information
conveyed by TDPs may require longer and more frequent exposure (Guess et al., 2020). Therefore,
diminishing audience engagement may gradually erode TDPs’ impact on political trust.

5.4. Robustness checks
We conduct several robustness checks to corroborate our findings. Firstly, we attempt to exclude
the effects of certain confounding policies on our estimates. Specifically, we consider three poli-
cies during our sample periods: the National Civilized City (NCC) campaign, business registration
or administrative licensing system (ALS) reform, and the anti-corruption campaign.14 These poli-
cies may have improved government performance, integrity, and public services, thereby enhancing
political trust (Hetherington and Rudolph, 2008; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013). We report the
estimates of equation (1) controlling for the three confounding policies in Table A5 of Section A4 in
the Appendix. The results show that our baseline findings remain stable.

Secondly, we use an alternativemethod to construct our dependent variable. In our baseline analy-
sis, political trust is represented by a categorical variable with values ranging from0 to 10.We redefine
our dependent variable as a binary variable equaling one if a respondent’s original answer to the sur-
vey question is bigger than five; otherwise, it equals zero. Thirdly, we exclude a distinct category of
qualified TDPs, which are predominantly held at the end of the year, from our treatment group. As
they resemble temporary activities, these TDPs may not exert the same impact on political trust as
those broadcast regularly throughout the year. Fourthly, we exclude CCP members and respondents
holding administrative roles15 as these individuals may be more susceptible to the influence of TDPs
and prone to overreporting their levels of political trust. The estimates in Table A6 of Section A4 in
the Appendix demonstrate that our initial findings remain robust.

Lastly, we conduct a placebo test by randomly assigning TDP broadcasts to cities. Using this false
TDP status variable, a placebo DiD estimation is conducted. The results presented in Figure A9 of
Section A4 in the Appendix demonstrate that the false TDP status has no significant impact on
political trust.

6. Mechanisms
In this section, we explore the mechanisms through which TDPs impact political trust. We posit
that TDPs, as public deliberative platforms, incentivize local governments to improve responsiveness
and generate narratives about local governance among citizens. Both of these channels can shape
evaluations of the government among citizens and ultimately enhance their level of political trust.

14Details regarding these three policies are presented in Section A4 in the Appendix.
15In our baseline analysis, we exclude people working in government agencies, CCP organizations, People’s Congress,

CPPCC, and military organizations. Some remaining respondents may hold administrative positions in state-owned enter-
prises (SOEs) or public institutions, such as public schools and hospitals. Given the close ties between SOEs, public institutions,
and the government, individuals in these administrative roles may exhibit significantly higher levels of political trust.
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Table 3. The effect of public deliberation on government responsiveness: investment in urban service facilities

Dependent

Ln
(total_
invest-
ment)

Ln
(roads
and

bridges)
Ln

(gas)
Ln

(landscaping)
Ln

(drainage)

Ln
(water_
supply)

Ln
(sanitation)

variable: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

TDP 0.122 0.197* 0.231* 0.424*** 0.140 0.054 −0.035
(0.087) (0.107) (0.130) (0.154) (0.160) (0.150) (0.206)

City FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES
City controls
× Year
dummies

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Provincial-
level TDP

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

Observations 1769 1739 1394 1562 1547 1447 1339
R2 0.794 0.755 0.564 0.614 0.563 0.523 0.460

Notes: The standard errors clustered at the city level are reported in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

6.1. Enhancing government responsiveness
We first examine whether TDP broadcasts enhance government responsiveness, proxied by public
goods provision and government employees’ service attitudes. To measure public goods provision,
we rely on the municipal government’s completed fixed assets investment in urban service facilities.
These facilities cover six industries: roads and bridges, natural gas, landscaping, drainage, water sup-
ply, and urban environmental sanitation. The data originates from the China Urban Construction
Statistical Yearbooks. We take the natural log of the original values. We re-estimate equation (1)
with the local government’s investments in urban service facilities as the dependent variable and the
estimates are reported in Table 3.

The results reported in Table 3 demonstrate that the broadcasts of TDPs significantly increase the
local government’s investment in roads and bridges, natural gas, and landscaping by 19.7%, 23.1%,
and 42.4%, respectively. The most prominent effect of TDPs is on the investment in landscaping. This
is consistent with the results presented in Figure A11 in SectionA6 in theAppendix that environmen-
tal protection is themost frequent topic of discussionwithin this context. However, we find that TDPs
do not significantly influence government investment in the other three industries of drainage, water
supply, and sanitation or the overall level of investment in urban service facilities. Overall, although
public deliberation does improve local government responsiveness to some extent, it does not lead
to a comprehensive increase in public goods provision.16 This helps explain the findings presented
in Figure 2, whereby the positive influence on political trust appears to be short-term in nature.

We also examine the effect of TDPs on the service attitudes of government employees, which
is measured using citizens’ self-reported experiences of poor service from government employees.
Specifically, we use the following CFPS survey question: “Have you had any of the following expe-
riences in the last twelve months? (1) unfair treatment by government officials; (2) conflict with
government officials; (3) unreasonable delay and stalling at a government agency; (4) unreasonable
charges paid to a government agency.”17 For each of these four experiences, we construct a binary vari-
able equaling one if a respondent had that type of experience in the 12 months prior to answering the

16This finding also helps rule out reverse causality, where local governments actively provide public goods and the
establishment of TDPs is seen merely as another public good.

17This question was asked in the 2010, 2012, 2014, and 2016 waves of the CFPS. In the 2010 wave, the question was “Have
you ever had any of the following experiences in the past?” We have incorporated the 2010 wave into our analysis to measure
the benchmark level of government employees’ service attitudes.
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Table 4. The effect of public deliberation on government responsiveness: local government employees’ service attitudes

Experience of poor service from local governments in the past 12 months

Any poor
service

Unfair
treatment

Conflict
with

officials

Unreasonable
delay and
stalling

Unreasonable
charges

Dependent variable: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

TDP −0.034** −0.019* −0.009 −0.035*** −0.023**
(0.016) (0.011) (0.006) (0.013) (0.009)

Individual FE YES YES YES YES YES
Year FE YES YES YES YES YES
Individual
controls

YES YES YES YES YES

Provincial-
level TDP

YES YES YES YES YES

City controls ×
Year dummies

YES YES YES YES YES

Observations 82923 81466 81420 80911 80802
R2 0.493 0.467 0.430 0.479 0.455

Notes: The standard errors clustered at the city level are reported in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

survey, and zero otherwise.18 We also construct a binary variable equaling one if a respondent had
any of these four types of experience in 12 months prior to answering the survey, and zero otherwise.

We re-estimate equation (1) using respondents’ experiences of poor service from government
employees as the dependent variable. The results are reported in Table 4, with column 1 showing
that TDP broadcasts reduce the probability of citizens experiencing any type of poor service from
local government officials by 3.4%. In particular, the impact of TDPs is driven by a reduction in the
likelihood of encountering unfair treatment by government officials and facing unreasonable delays,
stalling, and charges at government agencies. Overall, these broadcasts significantly increase local
government officials’ service attitudes. Together, the results reported in Tables 2 and 3 explain why
public deliberation can enhance political trust among the general population. Specifically, even for
citizens who neither participate in nor observe public deliberation directly, the improved government
responsiveness can enhance their political trust.

6.2. Generating narratives about local governance
As discussed in Section 2, public deliberation can generate narratives that improve public percep-
tions of local governments and enhance people’s levels of political trust, even among those who do
not benefit from the government actions. Considering that TDPs are TV programs (also available
online), this hypothesis implies that individuals who frequently watch TV or browse the Internet for
political information are more likely to be influenced by the narratives presented via these broadcasts
(Zaller, 1992). To test this hypothesis, we examine whether the effects of TDPs on political trust are
heterogeneous with respect to respondents’ exposure to mass media.

We utilize the frequency with which individuals obtain political news through mass media as
an indicator of their exposure to it. Specifically, we rely on two survey questions in t che CFPS: (1)
“On how many days have you obtained political news through television in the past week?” (2) “On
how many days have you obtained political news through the Internet in the past week?”19 For each
question, we create a binary variable that equals one if a respondent’s answer exceeds the 75th per-
centile value of all responses in the 2014 wave and zero otherwise, denoted as high_tv_exposure and

18For each of these questions, the respondents were able to choose from “yes,” “no,” or “refuse to answer.”We consider “refuse
to answer” responses as missing values.

19The two survey questions have been incorporated into the CFPS questionnaires since the 2014 wave, so we rely on the
2014, 2016, and 2018 waves of the CFPS for the analysis in this subsection.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

5.
10

03
7 

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10037


Political Science Research and Methods 17

Table 5. Heterogeneous effects of public deliberation based on respondents’ exposure to mass media

Political trust

Dependent variable: (1) (2)

TDP 0.041 0.063
(0.062) (0.060)

High_tv_exposure × TDP 0.190*
(0.099)

High_internet_exposure × TDP 0.172*
(0.104)

Individual FE YES YES
Year FE YES YES
Individual controls YES YES
Provincial-level TDP YES YES
City controls × Year dummies YES YES
Observations 47,904 47,904
R2 0.592 0.592

Notes: The standard errors clustered to the city level are reported in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

high_internet_exposure, respectively.20 The values of the two variables are time-invariant and have
been drawn from the 2014 wave. This helps alleviate the concern that TDP broadcasts could result
in an increased number of individuals accessing political information via TV or the Internet, which
may bias our estimates. While we admit that these proxies are imperfect because the CFPS does not
directly ask whether respondents watched TDPs, they are the best available indicators in our context.

Table 5 reports the heterogeneous effect of TDPs on political trust based on respondents’ exposure
to mass media. The estimates in columns 1 and 2 indicate that the positive effects of TDPs on polit-
ical trust are more pronounced for individuals who frequently obtain political information through
TV programs and the Internet. In particular, the results in column 1 demonstrate that broadcasting
TDPs increases the level of political trust among people who frequently obtain political information
onTVby 0.231, accounting for 4.67%of the samplemean.Themagnitude of the effect is 56.7%higher
compared to the baseline estimates reported in column 3 of Table 2. For people with less exposure
to TV, the impact of TDPs is close to zero. Likewise, the estimates in column 2 suggest that individ-
uals with high Internet exposure experience an increase in the value of political trust by 0.235. The
magnitude of this effect closely mirrors that observed among respondents with high TV exposure.
Overall, greater exposure to mass media correlates with a stronger trust-enhancing effect of TDPs.

The evidence related to the narrative effect, shown in Table 5, is less direct than the empirical evi-
dence supporting the responsiveness effect, presented in Tables 3 and 4.The empirical results regarding
media exposure provide suggestive evidence, highlighting several theoretically relevant possibilities.
For instance, individuals exposed to media such as television or the Internet do not necessarily have
to be those who participated in TDP deliberations or directly benefited from the resulting policy
improvements. Even if they did not observe the deliberative process itself, they may still learn about
TDPs through news reports on television or the Internet. Exposure to such reporting or indirect cov-
erage of TDPs could also influence citizens’ perceptions of the government. The fact that multiple

20We use the 75th percentile value rather than the median as the cut-off for several reasons. For the answers to the question
“On how many days have you obtained political news through television in the past week?” the mean is 2.93, the median is 2,
and the 75th percentile value is 7 in the 2014 wave of the CFPS. We also use the median as the cut-off; however, TDPs do not
have significantly different impacts on respondents below the median compared to those above it. This is plausible because
respondents just above the median may not have sufficient exposure to mass media for TDPs to produce significantly different
impacts. For the answers to the question “On how many days have you obtained political news through the Internet in the
past week?” the mean is 1.14, and 77.02% of respondents chose zero in the 2014 wave. In this case, using the median and the
75th percentile value as cut-off points yields the same result.
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explanations remain plausible suggests the general compatibility of our theoretical framework with a
wide range of scenarios.

Combining the results from Tables 3, 4, and 5, we can infer that the two mechanisms we propose
are both relevant. First, because TDPs can improve local governments’ policy responsiveness to citi-
zens and enhance public services, those citizens who directly benefit from the improved services or
policies exhibit higher trust in the government, even if they have not participated in or watched the
deliberative process, or are unaware of TDPs. Second, for those who have watched TDPs through
TV or online videos, or who have learned about TDPs through news coverage or media promo-
tion, their trust in the government also increases, even if they do not directly benefit from the policy
improvements.

6.3. Shaping citizens’ evaluations of local governments
Lastly, the nature of political trust is inherently evaluative: citizens gauge both the input (e.g., respon-
siveness) and output (e.g., performance) of the government in determining their levels of trust
(Easton, 1975; Listhaug and Jakobsen, 2018). Both the responsiveness and narrative effects of pub-
lic deliberation can improve citizens’ subjective evaluations of local governments, ultimately leading
to increased levels of political trust (Van der Meer, 2018). We examine whether public deliberation
improves people’s satisfaction with the input and output of local governments. We use local govern-
ments’ performance in social affairs to measure their output, including health care, education, social
security, and employment. Moreover, we rely on fighting crime, fair law enforcement, impartial han-
dling of affairs, andmaintaining government integrity tomeasure the input of local governments.The
results in Table A8 of Section A5 in the Appendix provide suggestive evidence that TDPs enhance
citizens’ subjective evaluations of local governments’ input and output.

7. Conclusion
Political trust functions as a form of glue that unifies the entire society. In democracies, political trust
plays an increasingly pivotal role in countering the rising threat of populism and constraining the
proliferation of anti-system parties in the post-pandemic era. In autocracies, political trust remains
vital in dissuading collective actions and maintaining state stability. Nevertheless, our understanding
of the sources of political trust remains somewhat limited.

This paper investigates the impact of public deliberation on political trust in China. It exploits the
variation in TDP broadcasts, which serve as public deliberative platforms, across cities and time. Our
findings show that public deliberation can significantly enhance political trust in China. Specifically,
we provide evidence that public deliberation catalyzes local government responsiveness: it improves
the level of public goods provision and fosters a more positive attitude among government employees
toward serving the public. Public deliberation also generates narratives surrounding local gover-
nance, shaping the perceptions of the general population, even among those who neither participate
in nor observe the deliberative process directly. Importantly, public deliberation can be considered
as an input to local governance, and citizens’ political trust as an output. Hence, our results establish
a positive link between the two, driven by improved government responsiveness and the narratives
generated.

Nonetheless, our theoretical focus on the agency problem within local governments does not nec-
essarily imply that we believe this is the only relevant mechanism for China’s local governance. In
other words, our results serve as a marginal complement to the general argument by He and Warren
(2011) and do not negate other mechanisms outlined in their theoretical framework.21 In fact, we
believe that much more empirical work should be conducted in the future to examine these possible

21Due to the word limit, the discussion of how our work relates to the seminal study by He and Warren (2011) is provided
in Section A8 of the Appendix.
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mechanisms using rich datasets and rigorous causal methods. Furthermore, it is important to recog-
nize that the positive impact of TDPs on political trust may diminish over time as local governments
do not have sufficient resources to effectively multitask and retain control over the agenda of such
programs. To better understand the role of public deliberation, more comparative work is needed to
study a broader range of deliberative institutions with a richer set of power structures.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.
10037. To obtain replication material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/O15RGJ.
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