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Abstract: This paper uses the methods of System Generalized method of moments (SYS-GMM),
mediation effect and linkage effect to investigate the relationship among social organization
participation, government governance and the equalization of basic public services from 2007
to 2017 in China. The empirical results show that the participation of social organizations and
improvement in the government governance can promote the equalization of basic public services.
The government has a greater capacity to drive the equalization of basic public services, but the
density of social organizations can serve as a mediator in the equalization of basic public services.
The government governance and social organization density have a strong linkage effect, but the
link with social organization quality is weak. Furthermore, a linkage effect is evident in medical and
health care, public education, environmental protection, and public culture but not in public science
and social welfare.
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1. Introduction

Achieving the goal of equalizing basic public services is not only a requirement for improving the
quality of life of residents but also an inevitable choice for the transformation from a labor-intensive
economy to a capital and technology intensive economy in China. By the end of 2018, the penetration
rate of compulsory education reached 94.2%, the participation rate of basic medical insurance exceeded
96%, the comprehensive coverage rate of radio and television reached 98%, and the construction of
more than 60 million urban affordable housing projects had begun. China has established a national
basic public services system that aims to cover all residents, but problems such as insufficient supply,
low quality, and uneven development still exist [1]. Therefore, how to enable different departments to
accelerate the equalization of basic public services has become an important aspect of solving the main
social contradictions in China and the focal point of supply-side structural reform.

As the economy of China enters a new normal, the population structure, social structure and
consumption structure show a new development trend, and residents’ demand for basic public services
is increasingly diversified and complicated. Thus, the mode of government-led services has been
unable to achieve an efficient supply [2] (p.4). Furthermore, the private supply mode may be selective,
and “market failure” may affect the supply efficiency of basic public services.

The Public Governance Theory proposed multi-agent participation in public goods and service
supply [3–5] and also provided theoretical support for the Third Sector, represented by social
organizations, to participate in basic public services [6].The word “governance”, which does not
represent official authorization, works effectively [7], so the theory of public governance advocates
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for weakening the sole authority of government [8] and reconstructing the relationship between the
government and the market. Through network governance [9,10] and performance evaluation [11],
the theory encourages interaction and cooperation among government, the market and the third sector.
The Public Governance Theory has been regarded as a useful tool to solve for “government failure
“and “market failure”. Lester M. Salamon’s pioneering research investigating the view of “third-party
governance” divides the responsibilities of the government and nonprofit sectors [12]. As long as
there is a clear definition of property rights and interest evaluation [13,14], social organizations can
change the relationship between citizens and government [15] as well as play an important role in
infrastructure, environmental protection, community welfare and even public safety [16–19].

Social organizations in China have gradually become an important tool for meeting the needs of
residents’ individualized and specialized interests, especially in the fields of medical and health care,
public education, and cultural construction [20–24]. By the end of 2017, the number of registered social
organizations in the country had reached 762,000; the number of employees in social organizations
totaled 8.647 million. The number of social organizations and employees in the three types of social
organizations has shown an upward trend, and the value added by social organization services has
increased from 30.7 billion to 65 billion over the last decade.

However, in contrast to social organizations in Western countries, which have a high degree of
autonomy, the accelerated development of social organizations in China is the result of the government’s
“weaken authoritarianism” measures, and social organizations typically have weak discourse power
and strong dependency. Some practical dilemmas, such as an insufficient ability to regulate resources
and a low degree of specialization, have led to their extensive development within the narrow living
space given by the government [25,26]. Social organizations are still in an early stage of development
and are characterized by an uneven geographical distribution and industrial relevance. Although there
is consensus that the quality of social organizations directly affects the efficiency of public services [27],
the problem of covering a small population and a small service area is more prominent. At this stage,
increasing the number of social organizations and their area of coverage may be an effective way to
promote the equalization of basic public services in China [28]. Therefore, we propose the following
research hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Currently, social organizations have a weak driving capacity to promote the equalization of basic
public services, while the density and quality of social organizations are heterogeneous. Improving the coverage
of social organizations is a top priority for promoting the equalization of basic public services in China.

Although the role of social organizations has become increasingly prominent, the provision of
basic public services remains a basic function of the government and a logical starting point of state
governance [29]. It is generally believed that the decline in government governance could significantly
reduce the quantity and quality of public service provision [30–33].

In China, there is an asymmetric dependence between social organizations and the government.
The government tends to intervene in social organizations through certain institutional arrangements
to control social organizations [34]. First, the government controls and provides guidance [35] for
social organizations at the level of social cognition and activity through registration, annual inspection,
evaluation and law enforcement; second, the basic laws formulated by the government determine the
basis for solving disputes and contradictions in social organizations; third, the main ways in which
social organizations participate in the supply of basic public services involve cooperation with the
government. Direct government purchase and financial subsidies constitute the main sources of funds
for the operation of social organizations.

Furthermore, the relationship between the government and social organizations is a microcosm
of the relationship between the state and society in the governance of public affairs. With the
continuous transformation of government functions, the linkage effect of the government governance
and social organization participation in promoting the equalization of basic public services has become
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increasingly prominent. Through a clear reward and punishment mechanism [36], supervision [37],
a moderate management system [38] and an efficient partnership [39] resulting in synergies [40],
the efficiency and quality of the supply of basic public services can be significantly improved [41,42].
The development of social organizations cannot be separated from the support and help of the
government, and an important responsibility of social organizations is to undertake some public
service functions of the government. Thus, an analysis of the mediation and linkage effects between the
government governance and social organization participation is necessary in studying the equalization
of basic public services.

Additionally, based on the analysis of hypothesis 1, heterogeneity exists in social organization
density and quality, which affects the equalization of basic public services. An important reason for the
heterogeneity is the different degrees of government guidance regarding the quantity and quality of
social organizations. Therefore, the linkage between the government governance capacity and social
organization density and quality has heterogeneous effects. The manifestation of this heterogeneity
lies in the difference of the linkage effect between the government governance and the participation of
social organizations in different types of basic public services. In summary, we present the following
research hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The participation of social organizations and the government governance have mediation and
linkage effects on the development of basic public services. However, government governance has a heterogeneous
effect on social organization density and quality, and different types of basic public services require different
provider characteristics.

Based on the two hypotheses, this paper uses System Generalized method of moments (SYS-GMM)
to analyze the relationship among social organization participation, government governance capacity
and the equalization of basic public services. Then, we examine how social organization participation
and government governance capacity influence the equalization of basic public services by using the
methods of mediation and linkage effects and investigate the heterogeneity in different basic public
services. Finally, this paper provides practical guidance for promoting the equalization of basic public
services from the perspectives of social organizations and the government.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The second part introduces the models,
variables and data sources; the third part presents the empirical analysis; the fourth part discusses the
robustness of the empirical results and the fifth part concludes the paper.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Main Variables

2.1.1. Dependent Variable

The dependent variable in this paper is the equalization of basic public services. The equalization
of basic public services refers to the basic rights of residents to enjoy basic public services at roughly
the same level. Equalization does not emphasize that all residents enjoy the same basic public services,
but on the premise of recognizing the differences between regions, urban and rural areas, and ensuring
that residents enjoy basic public services above certain standards [43].

There are two perspectives to measure the equalization of basic public services: Input and Output.
When considering the input perspective, scholars often choose indicators such as per capita financial
budget and per capita expenditures to measure the equalization of public services [44,45]. For the
output perspective, scholars mostly use the entropy method to construct a comprehensive evaluation
system based on multiple public service projects [46].

In this article, we measure the equalization of basic public services from the output perspective,
and the definition of equalization adopted in the documents of “Notice on Promoting the Equalization
Plan of Basic Public Services During the 13th Five-Year Plan” and “The 12th Five-Year Plan of Basic
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Public Service System” [1,47]. We do not consider the categories in which social organizations cannot
participate (Basic Social Insurance, Basic Housing, Employment and Entrepreneurship) and for which
data are limited (Disability Protection). At the same time, we include in our research Public Science [48]
and Environmental Protection [49], which belong to basic public services and have been studied by
large number of studies [50,51]. Thus, this paper divides basic public services into the following six
categories: Public Education, Medical and Health Care, Public Culture, Public Science, Environmental
Protection, and Social Welfare. Seventeen indicators are selected to build an index of basic public
services equalization.

We use the entropy method, which can avoid subjectivity interference in the construction of an
evaluation index, to determine the weight, followed by the weighted summation all the variables to
obtain our index system on the equalization of basic public services. The calculation process of the
basic entropy method is set as (1)–(4).

The statistical value of each indicator is set to r′i j. To eliminate the influence of different units among
the indicators, the extreme value method is first used to standardize the data, and the standardized
matrix is Ri j as follows:

Ri j =

r′i j −min
j

∣∣∣∣r′i j

∣∣∣∣
max

j

∣∣∣∣r′i j

∣∣∣∣−min
j

∣∣∣∣r′i j

∣∣∣∣ (1)

We then calculate the information entropy of each indicator as follows:

Hi = −k
n∑
j

fi j ln fi j (2)

In addition,

fi j =
Ri j∑n

j=1 Ri j
, k =

1
ln n

(
i f fi j = 0, fi j ln fi j = 0

)
(3)

After the entropy information is obtained, the entropy value of each indicator can be determined
according to the following formula [52]:

wi =
1−Hi

m−
∑m

i=1 Hi
(4)

The dependent variables are shown in Table 1.

2.1.2. Independent Variables and Control Variables

The key independent variables in this paper are social organization participation and the
government governance. As the welfare state shrinks, the third sector represented by social
organizations aim to fill the void and meet unsatisfied social needs and alleviate the financial
pressure faced by the government to provide public services [53,54]. However, funds and categories
for the participation of social organizations in public services, to various degrees, depend on the extent
of devolved power, which is required for government governance [55]. In addition, supervision from
government is an effective means of preventing social organizations from becoming profit-making.
Therefore, exploring social organization participation and government governance is necessary to
study the development of basic public services.
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Table 1. Dependent variables and weights.

Variable Name Variable Category Indicator Weight

Equalization of basic
public services

Public Education
Number of primary school students per 100,000 people 0.001

Number of middle school students per 100,000 people 0.035

Number of high school students per 100,000 people 0.029

Medical and Health Care
Number of hospital beds per 1000 people 0.098

Number of health institutions per 10,000 people 0.059

Number of health personnel per 10,000 people 0.058

Public Culture
Number of public libraries 0.058

Per capita possession of public library holdings 0.218

Broadcast integrated population coverage 0.025

Public Science
Number of invention patents per 100,000 people 0.119

Harmless treatment rate of domestic garbage 0.041

Urban sewage treatment rate 0.027

Environmental
Protection

Lake area per 100,000 people 0.075

Number of nature reserves 0.037

Number of parks 0.044

Social Welfare
Number of beds in child adoption institutions 0.023

Number of elderly activity stations/rooms/centers 0.053

Social organization is an administrative term that mainly includes private non-enterprises, social
groups and foundations in China. It has the similar concept and characteristics to the Third Sector,
NGO or NPO. There are still many organizations that belong to the Third Sector in concept but that
do not belong to social organizations in China, such as public institutions that are controlled by the
government and grassroots NGOs that are not registered. In this paper, we use the term “social
organizations” not only to show its uniqueness, but also to consider the selection variables. Social
organization density and quality are selected to construct an index of social organization participation.
The density of social organizations is represented by the number of social organizations per 10,000
people, while the quality of social organizations is measured by the proportion of employees with
undergraduate education to all employees in social organizations. The entropy method was used to
calculate the weight and then the weighted summation all of the variables to obtain the index system.

The average values of the density and quality of social organizations are 4.12 and 12.24% from
2007 to 2017, respectively. Then, the average values are adapted to visualize the density and quality of
social organizations. As shown in Figures 1 and 2, the degree of social organization density and social
organization quality in the eastern coastal areas is higher than that in the inland regions. Both density
and quality are above average in nearly all eastern coastal areas, suggesting that spatial heterogeneity
exists in the density and quality of social organizations in China.

A number of studies have been conducted by institutions and scholars on government governance.
The World Bank measures government governance by issuing World Governance Indicators (WGI),
and the variables include voice and accountability, political stability and absence of violence/terrorism,
government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law and control of corruption [56]. The
International Country Risk Guide (ICRG) dataset uses law and order, corruption, democratic
accountability, bureaucracy quality, military in politics, and religion in politics to represent the
dimensions of government governance [57]. In addition, many scholars use a single indicator, such as
corruption control or financial status, to measure government governance [58,59].
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Figure 2. The quality of social organizations.

Government governance in a broad sense includes not only self-governance but also the governance
of economic activities, markets and social and public affairs [60]. This paper selects the indicators of
business environment, administrative efficiency, public management and financial self-sufficiency to
build an index of the government governance. Business environment is represented by the proportion
of private enterprises and individual personnel in total urban employment; administrative efficiency
is represented by the number of public officials per 10,000 RMB of financial revenue; and public
management and financial self-sufficiency are measured by the general budget expenditure as a
percentage of the regional GDP and the ratio of the general budget revenue to the general budget
expenditure, respectively. As mentioned above, the entropy method is used to calculate the weight
and then the weighted summation all of the variables to obtain the index system. Before using the
entropy method, negative indicators are converted into positive values; administrative efficiency is the
only negative indicator in this study. Therefore, we use the reciprocal method to make this indicator
positive and then adopt the entropy method to calculate the weight of each indicator. The calculation
process of the basic entropy method is set as (1)–(4).
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In line with the studies investigating public service supply conducted by Wu and Li [61] and
Tian et al. [62], this paper selects the two indicators of urbanization level and population density as
control variables. The independent and control variables are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Independent and control variables and weights.

Variables Name Variable Category Indicator Weight

Social organization
participation

Social organization density Number of social organizations per 10,000 people 0.516

Social organization quality Proportion of undergraduate workers in social organizations 0.484

Government governance

Business environment Proportion of private enterprises and individual personnel in urban
total employment 0.359

Administrative efficiency Number of public officials for the financial revenue per 10,000 RMB 0.258

Public management General budget expenditure as a percentage of regional GDP 0.262

Financial self-sufficiency Ratio of general budget revenue to general budget expenditure 0.121

Population density Urban population density

Urbanization level Urbanization rate

2.2. Model

First, this paper analyzes the relationship among social organization participation, government
governance and the equalization of basic public services. Then, the benchmark model is decomposed
to discuss the impact of social organization density and quality on the equalization of basic public
services after controlling for government governance. Furthermore, to explore whether government
governance can promote the equalization of basic public services by influencing the participation
of social organizations, the mediation effect and linkage effect are considered. Finally, we discuss
the heterogeneity in different basic public services based on social organization participation and
government governance.

2.2.1. Benchmark Model

To reflect the continuity and dynamic adjustment process of the equalization of basic public
services, the first-order lag term of the equalization of basic public services is included in the regression
model. Furthermore, to eliminate the influence of different dimensions, all variables are logarithmically
processed. The benchmark model is set as shown in (5)–(6).

ln PSit = α0 + β1 ln GOit + β2 ln SOit + β3 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑

β jXit + ui + εit (5)

ln PSit = α0 + β1 ln SDit + β2 ln SQit + β3 ln GOit + β4 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑

β jXit + ui + εit (6)

Model (5) analyzes the impact of social organization participation and government governance
on the equalization of basic public services. Model (6) decomposes social organization participation
into social organization density and social organization quality. We investigate the influence of
social organization participation on the equalization of basic public services after controlling for the
government governance. The subscripts i and t represent the year and province, respectively; µ is
an unobservable regional effect, ε is a random disturbance term, α is a constant term, and β is a
parameter to be estimated. PS is basic public service equalization, and PSi,t−1 is its first-order lag
term. GO is a comprehensive indicator of the government governance, SO is the participation of social
organizations, and SD and SQ represent the density and quality of social organizations, respectively.
Xit denotes a vector of control variables. After adding the first-order hysteresis of the dependent
variable, the model is transformed into a dynamic panel model. If a general fixed effect or stochastic
effect analysis is used, there may be bias in the estimation; therefore, we choose the system generalized
method of moments (SYS-GMM), which is commonly adopted for dynamic panel models, for the
benchmarking regression. The method can solve individual heterogeneity, missing variables and
endogenous problems effectively and has better estimation efficiency. When using the SYS-GMM,
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sequence correlation tests and over-identification tests must be performed. We use the Sargan test to
determine whether there are over-identifying restrictions.

2.2.2. Mediation Effect Model

A mediation effect model can analyze how independent variables affect a dependent variable.
To test whether the density and quality of social organizations are mediators of the equalization of basic
public services, we construct a recursive model to test the mechanism and path of the equalization of
basic public services by the government governance and the participation of social organizations. The
mediation effect model proposed by Baron and Kenny [63] and the test procedure proposed by Wen
and Ye [54] were used along with the SYS-GMM, and the model is set as shown in (7)–(9).

ln PSit = α0 + β1 ln GOit + β2 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑

β jXit + ui + εit (7)

lnSocialit = α0 + β1 ln GOit + β2 ln Sociali,t−1 +
∑

β jXit + ui + εit (8)

LnPSit = α0 + β1 ln GOit + β2 ln Socialit + β3 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑

β jXit + ui + εit (9)

Social in the model represents social organization density and social organization quality. Model (7)
examines the impact of the government governance on the equalization of basic public services. Model
(8) examines the impact of the government governance on social organization participation. Model (9)
comprehensively examines the significance of the government governance and social organization
participation in the equalization of basic public services. Models (8) and (9) are tested under the
condition that Model (7) is satisfied, and if the variables of social organization participation and
government governance are both significant, the coefficient of social organization participation in
Model (9) is significant, indicating a significant partial mediation effect. If the government governance in
Model (8) is significant, social organization participation in Model (9) is significant, but the government
governance is not significant, indicating a complete mediation effect.

2.2.3. Linkage Effect Model

We decompose government governance into the indicators of business environment, administrative
efficiency, public management and financial self-sufficiency and then construct an interaction with
social organization density and quality to further analyze the linkage among social organization
participation, government governance and basic public services equalization. If the result of interaction
is significant, the linkage effect exists. To avoid multiple collinearity, the independent variables are
centralized to construct the model, which is set as shown in (10)–(11).

ln PSit = α0 + β1(ln SDit − lnSDit) ∗
(
ln Governmentit − lnGovernmentit

)
+ β2 ln SDit

+β3 ln Governmentit + β4 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑
β jXit + ui + εit

(10)

ln PSit = α0 + β1(ln SQit − lnSQit) ∗
(
ln Governmentit − lnGovernmentit

)
+ β2 ln SQit

+β3 ln Governmentit + β4 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑
β jXit + ui + εit

(11)

Government in the model represents the business environment, administrative efficiency, public
management and financial self-sufficiency; lnSDit, lnSQit and lnGovernmentit mean the average of
the ln SDit, lnSQit and lnGovernmentit, respectively, and other indicators are consistent with the
above models.

2.2.4. Heterogeneity Analysis Model

To analyze the heterogeneous influences of social organization participation and government
governance on different basic public services, we construct a heterogeneity model. The heterogeneity
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analysis model is similar to the linkage effect, and the core is the significance of the interaction
between social organization participation and government governance. To avoid multiple collinearity,
the independent variables are centralized to construct the model, which is set as shown in (12).

ln Publicit = α0 + β1(ln SOit − lnSOit) ∗
(
lnGOit − lnGOit

)
+ β2 ln SOit + β3 ln GOit

+β4 ln PSi,t−1 +
∑
β jXit + ui + εit

(12)

Public represents the equalization levels of six basic public service indicators, lnSOit and lnGOit
mean the average of lnSOit, lnGOit, respectively, and the other indicators are consistent with the
above model.

2.3. Data Sources and Descriptive Statistics

This paper selects panel data from 30 provinces in mainland China from 2007 to 2017 (Tibet is
excluded from the sample due to a lack of data). The main data sources are the China Statistical Yearbook,
China Civil Affairs Statistics Yearbook, China Social Organizations Yearbook, China Inspection Statistics
Yearbook, Chinese Health Statistics Yearbook, China Science and Technology Statistical Yearbook, Education
Statistical Yearbook in China, China Statistical Yearbook for Regional Economy, China Statistical Yearbook of
the Tertiary Industry, China Population & Employment Statistics Yearbook, China Labor Statistics Yearbook
and the annual statistical bulletins and inspection bulletins of each province. The missing variables
are supplemented by the interpolation method. The synthetic index of variables from 2007–2017 are
shown in Figure 3, and the descriptive statistics of each variable after assuming the logarithm are
presented in Table 3.

All of the three synthetic index variables in 2007–2017 present a slow growth trend. The synthetic
index of social organizations’ participation and government governance is higher than the equalization
of the basic public services index. An interesting phenomenon is that the synthetic index of social
organization participation exceeds government governance after 2011, which may be related to the
policy of social organizations outlined in “The Twelfth Five-year Plan of China”. The standard error of
the equalization of basic public services, social organization participation and government governance
are 0.018, 0.084 and 0.029, smaller than other variables, which means the variables are stable.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Name Observations Average Standard Error Minimum Maximum

Equalization of basic public services 330 0.128 0.018 0.079 0.174
Social organization participation 330 0.389 0.084 0.173 0.596

Government governance 330 0.382 0.029 0.308 0.468
Social organization quality 330 0.983 0.284 0.121 1.760
Social organization density 330 0.586 0.156 0.194 1.035

Business environment 330 1.644 0.093 1.291 1.841
Administrative efficiency 330 1.506 0.320 0.744 2.497

Public management 330 1.324 0.169 0.940 1.797
Financial self-sufficiency 330 1.680 0.170 1.170 1.978

Population density 330 3.403 0.195 2.793 3.776
Urbanization level 330 1.720 0.103 1.450 1.952

3. Results

3.1. Benchmark Regression Results

3.1.1. Social Organization Participation and Government Governance Benchmark Regression

We gradually add the control variables to the benchmark regression. The results show that social
organization participation and the government governance have a significant positive impact on the
equalization of basic public services, but the regression coefficient of the government governance
is far greater than that of social organization participation. These results are consistent with the
reality that the supply of basic public services is a basic function of the government, which reflects the
dominant and controlling role of the government in promoting the equalization of basic public services.
These results also show that social organizations play a weaker role in promoting the equalization of
basic public services and that their provision of basic public services is still in the early stage. On the
one hand, this finding demonstrates the weakness, low coverage and small service population of social
organizations in China, but on the other hand, it shows that some elements of social organizations
restrict their impact on the equalization of basic public services. The benchmark regression results are
shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Benchmark regression results.

Variables (1) (2) (3)

Government governance 0.131 *** 0.153 *** 0.156 ***
(0.012) (0.010) (0.012)

Social organization participation 0.008 *** 0.010 *** 0.011 ***
(0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Urbanization level
−0.015 *** −0.016 ***

(0.003) (0.004)

Population density 0.004
(0.003)

Constant 0.001 (0.002) 0.018 *** 0.004
(0.004) (0.012)

Lag (1) 0.603 *** (0.006) 0.607 *** 0.599 ***
(0.005) (0.012)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.899 0.733 0.775
Sargan 0.230 0.239 0.235

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *** denotes significance at the 1% levels.

3.1.2. Social Organization Participation Decomposition Regression

The benchmark regression results show that the participation of social organizations has a
significant positive impact on the equalization of basic public services, but the degree of the influence
is weak. To analyze how social organizations, influence the equalization of basic public services and
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determine the obstacles that restrict their efforts, we divided the participation of social organizations
into density and quality sub-indicators for further analysis.

First, we find that the participation of social organizations has a significant positive impact on
promoting the equalization of basic public services without controlling for the government governance
as its coefficient is slightly higher than that obtained after controlling for the government governance,
which verifies the benchmark regression results. Then, Columns (2) and (3) decompose the participation
of social organizations. After controlling for government governance, increasing the social organization
density is found to significantly promote the equalization of basic public services, while improving the
social organization quality has a negative but nonsignificant impact on the equalization of basic public
services. The primary way for social organizations to participate in the equalization of basic public
services in China is to expand the population coverage that they can service. Currently, the quality
of social organizations has no driving effect on the equalization of basic public services. Column (4)
shows the results obtained by including both the density and quality of social organizations in the
model and reveals that the density of social organizations still has a significant positive impact, while
the quality has a negative but nonsignificant impact. This finding further proves that the main way for
social organizations to participate in the equalization of basic public services in China is to expand the
number of suppliers rather than improve the quality of that suppliers and that the participation of social
organizations in basic public services has characteristics of extensive development. The decomposition
regression results are shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Social organization participation decomposition regression.

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

Social organization participation 0.037 ***
(0.003)

Social organization density 0.033 *** 0.033 ***
(0.002) (0.001)

Social organization quality −0.001 −0.001
(0.001) (0.001)

Government governance 0.079 *** 0.033 *** 0.084 ***
(0.011) (0.001) (0.011)

Urbanization level
0.003 −0.014 *** −0.013 *** −0.013 ***

(0.001) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Population density 0.009 *** 0.011 ** 0.008 ** 0.011 ***
(0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)

Lag (1) 0.667 *** 0.533 *** 0.568 *** 0.531 ***
(0.008) (0.009) (0.011) (0.010)

Constant
−0.001 0.002 −0.020 −0.003
(0.009) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.149 0.090 0.654 0.099
Sargan 0.278 0.300 0.272 0.295

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

3.2. Mediation Effect Analysis

Through the mediation effect test, we analyze whether social organization participation can
mediate the equalization of basic public services. The regression results show that the regression
coefficient of the government governance is significantly positive in all models, suggesting that the
government governance plays a leading role in promoting the equalization of basic public services.
Improving the governance capacity, such as the business environment, administrative efficiency and
public management ability, can improve the equalization of basic public services. Brackets (4) and
(5) report the regression results of the dependent variables based on the independent and mediator
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variables. After adding social organization density as a mediator variable, the coefficient of the
government governance decreases significantly, and the coefficient of social organization density is
significantly positive. However, when social organization quality is used as a mediator variable, the
regression coefficient of the government governance does not decrease. This finding indicates that the
increase in the density of social organizations has a mediation effect on promoting the equalization of
basic public services and that improving social organization quality does not currently have a mediation
effect. In the process of basic public services equalization, the effect of social organization participation
is manifested mainly through increased density, and the establishment of a comprehensive network of
social organizations remains a powerful way to promote the equalization of basic public services. The
mediation effect regression results are shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Mediation effect analysis results.

Variables
PS SD SQ PS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Government governance 0.170 *** 0.072 *** 0.260 0.068 *** 0.177 ***
(0.010) (0.003) (0.214) (0.011) (0.010)

Social organization density 0.031 ***
(0.002)

Social organization quality −0.002 *
(0.001)

Urbanization level
−0.011 *** −0.222 *** 0.619 *** −0.015 *** −0.012 ***

(0.002) (0.019) (0.141) (0.003) (0.003)

Population density 0.003 0.072 *** −0.068 0.008 * 0.004
(0.003) (0.003) (0.063) (0.005) (0.003)

Lag (1) 0.608 *** 1.013 *** 0.580 *** 0.560 *** 0.607 ***
(0.012) (0.005) (0.030) (0.009) (0.010)

Constant
0.002 −0.067 *** −0.492 ** 0.003 −0.004

(0.012) (0.026) (0.215) (0.019) (0.015)

AR (1) 0.000 0.065 0.003 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.930 0.748 0.771 0.079 0.913
Sargan 0.233 0.298 0.394 0.246 0.239

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

3.3. Linkage Effect Analysis

After conducting the mediation effect test, the interaction between the four sub-indexes of the
government governance and the participation of social organizations is constructed to examine the
linkage effect on the equalization of basic public services. The self-correlation test cannot be passed
when only the first-order hysteresis is added to the model; therefore, to solve the autocorrelation
problem of the disturbance item, the second-order hysteresis of the dependent variable is introduced [64]
(p. 297). The interaction results between government governance and social organization density are
presented in Table 7.

The results show that the interaction between the sub-indexes of the government governance and
the density of social organizations are all significant, and improvement in the government governance
could lead to an increase in social organization density and then have a positive impact on the
equalization of basic public services. This result not only emphasizes the role of social organization
density in the equalization of basic public services but also highlights its significant mediation effect.
The results also show that the linkage effect between social organization density and the business
environment is the most obvious, and as an important manifestation of the internal governance of
the government, administrative efficiency and social organization density also have a significant
linkage effect. This finding shows that the transformation of government function in China has
contributed to building a good business environment, increasing the administrative efficiency, and
thereby stimulating the vitality of social organizations, thus promoting the equalization level of basic
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public services. In addition, the direct purchase of services by the government is an important way for
social organizations to participate in the equalization of basic public services. The positive linkage
effect of public management, financial self-sufficiency and social organization density verifies that the
increasing number and variety of government purchases drive the increase in the density of social
organizations, thereby promoting the equalization of basic public services.

Table 7. Interaction between the government governance and social organization density.

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Business environment × Social
organization density

0.031 ** 0.105 **
(0.012) (0.047)

Public management × Social
organization density

0.030 *** 0.041 **
(0.011) (0.021)

Government efficiency × Social
organization density

0.010 ** 0.034**
(0.004) (0.016)

Financial self-sufficiency × Social
organization density

0.018 * 0.018
(0.009) (0.034)

Social organization density 0.024 *** 0.025 *** 0.022 *** 0.014 *** 0.026 ***
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.004)

Business environment
0.010 *** 0.006 **
(0.003) (0.005)

Public management 0.015 *** −0.013
(0.004) (0.008)

Government efficiency −0.011 *** −0.010 **
(0.001) (0.005)

Financial self-sufficiency −0.022 *** −0.013 *
(0.003) (0.008)

Urbanization level
−0.013 *** 0.015 *** −0.014 *** 0.019 *** −0.013 ***

(0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.006) (0.003)

Population density 0.013 *** 0.016 *** 0.014 *** 0.016 *** 0.013 ***
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Lag (1) 0.502 *** 0.495 *** 0.509 *** 0.471 *** 0.511 ***
(0.012) (0.008) (0.007) (0.008) (0.020)

Lag (2) 0.119 *** 0.124 *** 0.159 *** 0.121 *** 0.170 ***
(0.010) (0.011) (0.008) (0.008) (0.017)

Constant
0.035 *** −0.026 ** 0.021 ** −0.003 0.035 ***
(0.008) (0.010) (0.008) (0.009) (0.000)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.271 0.191 0.285 0.289 0.625
Sargan 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

We then analyze the interaction between the four sub-indices of the government governance and
the quality of social organizations. The results show that the business environment, public management
and social organization quality have a positive linkage effect. The interactions among administrative
efficiency, financial self-sufficiency and social organization quality are significantly negative, inhibiting
the development of basic public services equalization to a certain extent. This result partially reveals
why social organization quality does not have a mediation effect on promoting the development of basic
public services. With improvement in the business environment and public management investment,
the market access threshold is gradually reduced. The field of basic public services supply continues to
expand, and the demand for high-quality staff in social organizations is increasing. The importance of
improving the quality of staff to provide more refined and high-quality service has become a social
consensus. Therefore, the business environment, public management and social organization density
have a positive linkage effect. Administrative efficiency, financial self-sufficiency and social organization
quality are the concentrated characteristics of internal governance capabilities; therefore, there is a
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weak possibility of a linkage effect in theory. In addition, governments with a higher administrative
efficiency and higher financial self-sufficiency often have the ability to supply high-quality basic
public services and, to a certain extent, limit the participation of social organizations. In the sample,
two-thirds of the provinces have lower quality than average (Figure 2), but for the density, the number
is approximately one-half (Figure 1). Moreover, the interaction between government governance and
the density of social organizations is significantly positive, but the interaction among government
efficiency, financial self-sufficiency and social organization quality are negatively significant, with
coefficients of −0.01 and −0.069, but the coefficients of density are 0.010 and 0.018. The weak linkage
between the government governance and social organization quality indicates low investment and
limited attention to improving the quality of social organizations. One reason explaining this finding is
the absence of a comprehensive social organization network; thus, the government pays more attention
to the increase in the density of social organizations to the detriment of their quality improvement.
This finding also reflects the problem of weak financial support from the government for the training
of high-quality staff in social organizations. The results of the interaction between the government
governance and social organization quality are shown in Table 8.

Table 8. Interaction between the government governance and social organization quality.

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Business environment × Social
organization quality

0.086 *** 0.048 ***
(0.011) (0.015)

Public management × Social
organization quality

0.043 *** 0.035 *
(0.009) (0.018)

Administrative efficiency × Social
organization quality

−0.010 *** −0.005
(0.002) (0.008)

Financial self-sufficiency × Social
organization quality

−0.069 *** −0.077 ***
(0.004) (0.021)

Social organization quality −0.011 *** −0.004 *** −0.010 *** −0.007 *** −0.012 ***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Business environment
0.077 *** 0.064 ***
(0.012) (0.017)

Public management 0.024 * −0.015
(0.013) (0.022)

Administrative efficiency 0.009 *** 0.023 *
(0.003) (0.013)

Financial self-sufficiency 0.040 *** −0.003
(0.005) (0.018)

Urbanization level
0.014 *** 0.007 ** 0.014 *** 0.061 *** 0.058 ***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.005) (0.004) (0.009)

Population density 0.014 *** 0.006 *** 0.008 *** 0.012 *** 0.013 ***
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.004)

Lag (1) 0.476 *** 0.554 *** 0.534 *** 0.479 *** 0.413 ***
(0.015) (0.010) (0.011) (0.011) (0.032)

Lag (2) 0.199 *** 0.162 *** 0.140 *** 0.115 *** 0.103 ***
(0.011) (0.009) (0.012) (0.007) (0.026)

Constant
0.113 *** 0.002 0.033 * −0.137 *** −0.025
(0.023) (0.007) (0.018) (0.017) (0.069)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.003
AR (2) 0.643 0.811 0.480 0.464 0.102
Sargan 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

3.4. Heterogeneity Analysis

The results of the heterogeneity analysis show that the interaction between government governance
and social organization participation has a positive impact on medical and health care, public education,
environmental protection and public culture but nonsignificant impact on public science and social
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welfare. The interaction between medical and health care and environmental protection show that
with the improving of government governance, the effect of social organizations participation become
more obvious. In contrast, the influence of public culture shows that the participation of social
organizations has stronger driving ability than government governance. Although the interaction
of basic public education is significant, the linkage effect of social organizations participation and
government governance is weaker than others. This finding also suggests that the linkage effect
between social organizations and the government governance on public science and social welfare
is weak, which hinder them from forming synergy in supplying these services. Improvement in the
supply level of these two basic public services, especially public science, is difficult to achieve by
relying on an increase in the density of social organizations. Instead, such improvement requires a
large number of high-quality employees. This issue also reflects the current problem that the quality of
social organizations limits the ability of such organizations to drive the equalization of basic public
services in China. The results of the heterogeneity analysis are shown in Table 9.

Table 9. Basic public service equalization heterogeneity analysis.

Variables Medical and
Health Care

Public
Education

Environmental
Protection

Public
Science

Public
Culture

Social
Welfare

Government governance × Social
organization participation

5.691 *** 0.441 ** 4.273 *** 0.492 5.243 *** −2.177
(1.736) (0.177) (1.024) (0.333) (0.209) (1.395)

Government governance 5.006 *** 0.079 *** 1.365 *** 0.809 *** −0.404 *** 0.596 ***
(0.247) (0.017) (0.159) (0.050) (0.055) (0.094)

Social organization participation −0.113 −0.022 *** −0.451 *** 0.086 *** 0.074 *** −0.147 ***
(0.103) (0.005) (0.038) (0.013) (0.023) (0.027)

Urbanization level
−1.242 *** −0.110 *** −1.265 *** 0.235 *** 0.215 *** −0.352 ***

(0.079) (0.007) (0.082) (0.026) (0.031) (0.053)

Population density −0.217 *** −0.025 *** 0.214 *** −0.058 *** 0.027 *** 0.074 ***
(0.074) (0.003) (0.046) (0.016) (0.007) (0.024)

Lag (1) 0.664 *** 0.768 *** 0.792 *** 0.436 *** 0.926 *** 0.825 ***
(0.006) (0.011) (0.006) (0.022) (0.004) (0.015)

Constant
1.514 *** 0.545 *** 1.491 *** −0.328 *** −0.588 *** 0.516 ***
(0.293) (0.022) (0.232) (0.080) (0.057) (0.075)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.024 0.002 0.000 0.003
AR (2) 0.096 0.755 0.376 0.217 0.104 0.881
Sargan 0.253 0.231 0.362 0.230 0.799 0.545

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

4. Discussion

In this section, we performed some auxiliary tests to ensure the robustness of the conclusions of
this paper. This paper conducts a robustness analysis in three aspects. First, we adopt the method
of replacing indicators. The participation of social organizations is measured by the scale of social
organizations (the number of employees in social organizations at the end of the year), and the
government governance is measured by corruption control indicators. The regression results show that
the participation of social organizations and the government governance have a significant positive
impact on the equalization level of basic public services regardless of whether the control variables are
added. The regression coefficient of the government governance measured by corruption control has
decreased compared with that in the benchmark regression, but it still has a significant positive effect
on the equalization of basic public services at the 1% level of significance. The results obtained by
replacing the indicators are shown in Table 10.

The social organizations are then divided into private non-enterprises and social groups (the
number of foundations is small; thus, they are not considered). The regression results show that
private non-enterprise participation and the government governance have a significant positive impact
on the equalization of basic public services regardless of whether other control variables are added,
while social group participation does not. We believe the reason is that private non-enterprises mainly
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undertake the functions of providing social public services, and social groups play a more important
role in promoting communication and development within an industry in China. After decomposing
social organization participation into social organization density and quality, an increase in density
and improvement in the quality of private non-enterprises are found to have a significant positive
impact on the development of basic public services equalization, but quality has less of an influence
than density in terms of the significance level and the regression coefficient. An increase in social group
density has a significant impact on the equalization of basic public services, but the driving ability
of quality improvement is not significant. This result shows that the function of social groups limits
their driving role in the equalization of basic public services and that social organization quality has a
weaker ability to drive basic public services equalization than social organization density. The results
of the grouped regression are shown in Table 11.

Table 10. Robustness test by replacing the indicators.

Variables Replacing Social Organization Participation Variables Replacing Government Governance Variable

Government governance 0.147 ***
(0.007)

0.148 ***
(0.007)

Social organization
participation

0.031 *** 0.030 ***
(0.002) (0.002)

Corruption control 0.003 *** 0.005 **
(0.001) (0.001)

Social organization scale 0.012 *** 0.013 ***
(0.001) (0.002)

Urbanization level
0.003 0.001 **

(0.004) (0.001)

Population density 0.008 ** 0.003 **
(0.003) (0.002)

Lag (1) 0.549 *** 0.534 *** 0.707 *** 0.708 ***
(0.010) (0.012) (0.004) (0.006)

Constant
−0.056 *** −0.093 *** 0.025 *** 0.032 ***

(0.006) (0.018) (0.002) (0.001)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.946 0.897 0.140 0.112
Sargan 0.231 0.266 0.230 0.241

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.

Table 11. Robustness test by social organization group.

Variables
Private Non-Enterprises Social Groups

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Social organization participation 0.033 *** 0.034 *** 0.004 0.006
(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.005)

Government governance 0.106 *** 0.124 *** 0.066 *** 0.161 *** 0.165 *** 0.096 ***
(0.012) (0.017) (0.012) (0.006) (0.010) (0.010)

Social organization density 0.025 *** 0.033 ***
(0.001) (0.003)

Social organization quality 0.001* −0.002
(0.001) (0.001)

Urbanization level
−0.021 *** −0.029 *** −0.015 *** 0.008 ***

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Population density 0.004 0.006 0.004 0.007 *
(0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004)

Lag (1) 0.555 *** 0.584 *** 0.559 *** 0.571 *** 0.602 *** 0.551 ***
(0.005) (0.006) (0.007) (0.003) (0.013) (0.012)

Constant
0.008 ** 0.019 * 0.059 *** −0.005 *** 0.001 −0.023 *
(0.003) (0.010) (0.012) (0.001) (0.013) (0.013)

AR (1) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
AR (2) 0.364 0.427 0.053 0.896 0.993 0.271
Sargan 0.277 0.235 0.236 0.272 0.233 0.244

Notes: Standard errors are shown in parentheses; *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1%
levels, respectively.
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Finally, the Bootstrap method is used to test the mediation effect. If the confidence interval does
not contain 0, a significant mediation effect exists. Here, the mediator variables include the number and
scale of social organizations, and we set government governance as the key independent variable. The
results show that both direct and indirect effects exist in the 95% confidence interval of both the number
and scale of social organizations, indicating that a significant mediation effect exists. The results of the
bootstrap method are shown in Table 12.

Table 12. Robustness test of the mediation effect.

Variables Mediation Effect Coefficient Standard Error Z P > Z 95% Confidence Interval

Social organization
number

Indirect effect 0.039 *** 0.010 1.820 0.004 (0.001, 0.036)

Direct effect 0.242 *** 0.037 8.280 0.000 (0.233, 0.378)

Social organization
social

Indirect effect 0.019 ** 0.010 1.860 0.030 (0.001, 0.041)

Direct effect 0.303 *** 0.038 7.970 0.000 (0.229, 0.378)

Notes: ** and *** denote significance at the 5% and 1% levels, respectively.

5. Conclusions

This paper empirically explores the relationship among social organization participation,
government governance and the equalization of basic public services, and the following conclusions are
obtained. (1) The participation of social organizations and improvement in the government governance
can significantly promote the equalization of basic public services, and social organization density plays
a stronger role than social organization quality. (2) Social organization density is a mediator variable in
the effect of the governance capacity promoting the equalization level of basic public services. (3) The
linkage effects between indicators of the government governance and social organization participation
are heterogeneous, and the linkage effect with social organization density is the strongest. (4) The
interaction between the government governance and social organization participation has a positive
impact on medical and health care, public education, environmental protection and public culture but
a negative and nonsignificant impact on public science and social welfare.

The results of this paper show that encouraging the participation of social organizations is of great
significance for achieving the equalization of basic public services in China. To alleviate the pressure
of government on the equalization of basic public services, the mediator role of social organizations
should be played, especially in the aspects of medical and health care, environmental protection, public
culture and public education. However, the participation of social organizations remains inadequate.
It is necessary to support the set of social organizations and increase their density and coverage.
To promote the development of high-quality basic public services, the existing social organizations
should optimize the age structure and academic structure of their employees and the professional
quality and strive to achieve precise and professional supply goals. Moreover, to form synergy between
the government and social organizations for the equalization of basic public services, the government
should construct a good business environment and improve its own administrative efficiency. It is
also necessary to allocate fiscal funds efficiently and reasonably, increase financial self-sufficiency,
and accelerate the long-term participation of social organizations in the equalization of basic public
services by improving the government governance capacity.
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