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Abstract: Studies on the Chinese government’s online response present diverse voices and perspec-
tives, but consensus cannot be reached. The literature has constantly ignored the construction of an
online media mechanism, which includes professional positions and standardized procedures that
were designed inside the online media to process information and facilitate an effective government
response. Does the reconstruction of an online media mechanism benefit the effectiveness of govern-
ment response? If so, how? From the perspective of the media mechanism, what are the influential
factors for the effectiveness of government response and how do they work to exert this impact?
Engaging with the media system dependence theory, I conducted semi-structured, in-depth inter-
views with the editor at the Beijing Municipal Government Website and official document drafters
at prestigious research institutions. In conversation with the political system theory, multinomial
logistic regression was used to analyze the daily government response data covering the period
from 2019 to 2020. This article argues that the innovations in the mechanism inside the online media
system can outsource some information management functions from the political system to the online
media system. These innovations also assist in partial power transfer from the political system to the
media system to achieve an effective government response. The political system faces dual pressure,
including content pressure and time pressure, regarding its online response.

Keywords: digital government; government response; government website; the media system
dependence; media mechanism

1. Introduction

The development of the internet triggers expectations regarding its political impact,
as it contains essential values of democracy, freedom and equality [1]. However, scholars
cannot reach consensus over the political impact of the internet in China, which can be sep-
arated into two camps: power reinforcement and power redistribution. The political theory
behind reinforcement asserts that the implementation of an e-government strengthens the
power of political leaders and the internet intensifies authoritarian rule without leading
to reformation or transformation of the government [2–4]. On the contrary, the power
redistribution theory argues that digital technology empowers the public to challenge
authoritarian rule, with participation in public policy expanding from the center to the
peripheral due to the trend of decentralization brought about by the internet [5–7]. As both
camps are supported by evidence, consensus cannot easily be reached.

Among the diverse impacts that the internet has on the Chinese government, re-
sponsiveness is a significant aspect, as it is closely connected to the third stage of the
development of Chinese digital governance: the relationship between state and society [7].
Developed in Western countries during the government legitimacy crisis in the period from
the 1960s to 1970s [8], “government responsiveness” is defined as the government’s adop-
tion of public policies that are the expressed preferences of citizens [9] or the government
showing a timely reaction to public requests for policy changes [10]. In the Chinese context,
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government responsiveness is regarded as the interactions between the government and
the public [8]. It is necessary for the Chinese government to respond to public demands
to maintain legitimacy and establish a positive image. Responsiveness is regarded as
fundamental political legitimacy in modern China, where politics and administration are
merged [11,12]. Through responding to public demands, the regime can both consolidate
legitimacy and collect information from the public [13]. Moreover, it is also conducive to
establishing a positive image of the government, as the Chinese government is perceived
as being fearful of the public’s reaction to the inaction of officials [14], especially potential
public protest [15].

There are discrepancies in the understanding of government responsiveness in China
when comparing the academic literature and official documents. The Chinese government’s
responsiveness is perceived as declining longitudinally with the concentration of political
power under Xi Jinping’s administration compared with the period of Hu Jintao [16].
However, government official documents tell a different story. At the central government
level, problems of responsiveness have been identified and assessment indicators have
been adjusted accordingly. “Poor interaction response” is incorporated as one of the
“individual rejection indicators”, with any of these directly causing the official website
to be unqualified for being assessed as excellent [17]. From the local perspective, the
Beijing Municipal Government issued a local official document to stress the mechanism of
the construction of public advice processes and set time constraints for the government’s
response [18]. Both of these central- and local-level official documents demonstrate the
authorities’ emphasis on government responsiveness, which contradicts the claims of its
decline in the academic literature.

Research on Chinese government responsiveness commonly focuses on the influence
of socio-economic factors regarding whether the government responds and the policy
impact generated by online expressions. Based on the data on online public opinion from
the Message Board for Leaders of the Renmin Net, it is argued that whether the Chinese
government responds or not depends on the social identities of the netizens and the policy
categories of posts [19]. The result of an online field experiment shows that claims to be
organizing collective action and references to upper levels of government are more effective
in triggering county-level governments responsiveness compared with indicating loyalty
to the Chinese Communist Party [20]. Regarding the policy impact of online public opinion,
scholars argue that the stronger official stress on policies of social welfare was triggered
by online expressions through the content comparison between public expressions on the
Message Board for Leaders and Government Work Reports [21]. However, the literature
has rarely investigated the construction of an operation mechanism inside the online media
system to facilitate effective government response. The power reallocation and transfer in
the connection between state and society through the online response process have been
consistently ignored by scholars.

This article focuses on the local government’s response through the official website
of Beijing Municipal Government, which is called “the Window of the Capital”. The
reason for choosing this case is its outstanding performance among government websites,
especially its indicated public–government interaction. This website was ranked the highest
among local government websites in 2020 [22]. It ranked first at the provincial level for
public–government interactions in the past 12 consecutive years. An analysis of this case is
conducive to understanding how to achieve effective government response through the
design of an online media operation mechanism and adjustment of influential factors to
structure information. “Online government response”, in this article, is defined as the
government’s replies to citizens’ consultations, advice, complaints and reports, with the
aim of solving public inquiries through official websites.

In the following sections, I will first introduce the media dependence theory and the
political system theory, and justify why these two theories are suitable for answering the
research questions. After that, I will explain the research methods that were chosen and how
to use them to address relevant questions. In the Discussion section, I will analyze the power
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transfer from the political system to the media system to process information from the
perspectives of the creation of professional positions, the application of the knowledge base,
the arbitration of jurisdiction disputes, and the implementation of response supervisions
(duban). Following that, an analysis of how the online media system structures information
will be conducted, focusing on the influential factors of the online mechanism regarding
how to achieve public satisfaction from perspectives of both content pressure and time
pressure. Finally, I will finish with concluding remarks, containing theoretical contributions
and real-world implications.

2. Theories and Research Questions

According to the media dependence theory, both the political system and the individ-
uals rely on the “dependency-engendering” resources controlled by the media to collect,
process and disseminate information to achieve their goals [23]. In the government response
process, individuals aim to state their concerns to the government. A specific mechanism is
designed inside the media system to process the collected information and disseminate it to
the corresponding sections in the political system. The political system responds through
the media system to maintain the regime’s legitimacy and defend the official positive
image. The two-sided dependence on the media system highlights the importance of the
online media system for facilitating an effective government response. In addition to the
dependence on the media system, there are also reverse dependencies: the media system
depends on the political system and individuals [23]. Facilitating government response
is one of the major functions of the Beijing Municipal Government Website. Individuals
post their messages on this media system with the expectation of receiving a responsible
and effective official response. Without the information resources provided by the public,
the media system would lack a source of information to process, and could not deliver this
information to the political system to trigger an official response. From the perspective
of the political system, the government response information should first be consolidated
to the online media system and pass the gatekeeping process before reaching the public.
Without this connection with the political system, the online media system would lack the
expertise to generate a response. Therefore, this mutual dependence makes the government
response feasible.

In the online media context, research on the media system dependency theory is
continuing to develop. The research has explored the influence of online resources on the
perception of the potential of online democracy from the perspective of the media system
dependency theory. It found that the intensity of Internet dependency is determined by
the perceived comprehensiveness of online news, not its credibility [24]. Furthermore, the
media system dependency theory can even explain some of the phenomenon of digital
media usage in specific contexts. In special contexts such as the pandemic crisis, analyses
using media system dependency theory reveal that the choice of media channel influences
the effect of knowledge gains based on the evidence from a four-wave repeated cross-
sectional survey [25]. The media system dependency theory has value even in the special
context of social media use in the Chinese diaspora’s socialization process. It is argued that
this theory contributes to explaining the success of cross-national propaganda conducted
by the Chinese government [26]. Although the media system dependency theory can be
applied to different digital contexts, very few studies have attempted to test the suitability
of this theory to explain the construction of an online media mechanism, which includes
the professional positions and standardized procedure designed using online media to
process information and facilitate a government response.

From the perspective of politics, the modern political system requires the government
to generate a continuous response to public opinions, which is regarded as one of its
basic characteristics [27]. The political system theory is well-suited to explaining the
process of online government response, as this process contains both a typical “input”
and “output”, which are key factors of this theory. It regards politics as a system within
the environment, which exerts influence on the “input”, containing requirements of, and
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support for, the political system. After processing the input, this system generates output
to the environment, allowing for feedback to be returned to this [28]. In the context of
government response, the public message that is posted online is a typical form of “input”,
containing an expression of interest going into the political system, while the government
response constitutes a specific form of “output” from this system. As an important function
of the political system, the expression of interest determines the characteristics of the
boundary and the model of boundary maintenance [29]. In the traditional context of an
expression of interest from an interest group, the boundary between the political system
and the social system is maintained by the activities of the interest group. The incorporation
of the digital media system into the response process, such as through an official website,
empowers the media system with the new role of boundary maintenance between the
social system and the political system. From the perspective of output, the effectiveness of
this output can potentially be influenced by both the content pressure and time pressure.
The content pressure means that the substance of the input can have a negative stress on
the political system to generate proper output [28]. Certain public messages may cause
extra stress on the political system, generating a response. Time pressure is generated
by the “lag” in the political system, which refers to the time this system takes to react to
information [30]. The longer the lag procedure, the smaller the possibility of achieving the
goal [31].

These two theories provide two explanations that can be used to answer the central
research question: does the reconstruction of an online media mechanism, which includes
professional positions and a standardized procedure designed inside the online media to
process information, increase the effectiveness of the government response? If so, how? If
not, why? Specific questions are answered using these two theories. From the perspective
of the media dependence theory, this research asks: how does the online media system
reconstruct the mechanism of the information process to ensure the effectiveness of the
government response? In conversation with the political system theory, the study asks:
what are the influential factors pertaining to the online media mechanism to ensure the
effectiveness of government response? How do they exert their specific impacts?

3. Research Methods

This research uses mixed methods, including a semi-structured in-depth interview and
multinomial logistic regression. Researchers have discussed the benefit of using interviews
to uncover in-depth information, as they are regarded as “the favored digging tool” for so-
cial researchers [32,33]. By conducting interviews, researchers can investigate the reality of
the world by asking questions and providing answers through verbal communication [34].
The nature of the research question determines whether an in-depth interview should
be chosen [35]. As this paper is interested in understanding the internet mechanism con-
structed to process information and improve the effectiveness of the government response,
it is necessary to use this method with people who are involved in the responsive operation
of the official website.

I conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews lasting around six hours with Mr. Q,
the senior manager of the Department of the Interaction between the Public and Politics at
the Window of the Capital. Each interview lasted around four hours; interviews were with
the Deputy Director Mr. Z and the major project researcher Mr. W at the E-Government
Laboratory at our university. Due to his direct responsibility, Mr. Q is very familiar with
the information mechanism constructed at the Beijing Municipal Government Website
for processing public messages and government response. Mr. Z and Mr. W worked
together to draft the <Notice of the General Office of the State Council on Issuing the
Guidelines for the Development of Government Websites> in 2017 and <The Notice on the
Issuance of Assessment Indicators and Inspection Indicators for Government Websites and
Government New Media> in 2019, which are both influential official documents issued
by the central government regarding the construction of government websites for the
response function.
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In addition to the interviews, I also used multinomial logistic regression to analyze
the data of online messages and government responses for the influential factors regarding
the effectiveness of government response. This method can test the significance of the
correlation between numerical independent variables and binary dependent variables. This
effectiveness can be represented by the level of satisfaction using the attribute “the category
of feedback” (At the Window of the Capital, there are four categories of public feedbacks:
satisfied (manyi), general (yiban), not satisfied (bu manyi), no feedback (wu pingjia)).

As mentioned briefly in the political system theory, certain pressures contained in this
input can negatively influence the function of the political system to ensure the quality of
its output. One of these pressures is called “content pressure”, which refers to the stress
caused by the substance of the input and the pressure faced by the political system [36]
(Easton, 1965). A potential perspective to reflect the content pressure of input is the category
of online public messages, which are classified as consultation, suggestion, complaint and
report in this case. As different categories are consolidations of information with similar
content, this represents how the online mechanism structures information based on content.
Once the structure of information becomes steady, the potential content pressure from this
structure could be consistently triggered. This leads to the hypothesis (H1a) that the way
the internet structures information has a significant correlation with the effectiveness of the
official response. More specifically, the way the internet structures information refers to
how the online public messages are categorized. The effectiveness of official response is
represented by the public satisfactory level (At the Window of the Capital, there are four
categories of public feedback: satisfied (manyi), general (yiban), not satisfied (bu manyi), no
feedback (wu pingjia).) In addition to the category of message, the online mechanism also
structures information across different government departments. There are 83 government
departments and institutions, connected by the Beijing Municipal Government Website.
As each of them has its own specialization regarding public affairs, different government
departments and institutions may face different levels of content pressure and different
difficulties in generating an effective response. Thus, the study raises the hypothesis
(H1b) that the way the internet structures information, which refers to the government
departments and institutions generating the responses, is significantly correlated with
the effect of the response. This is represented by the public’s level of satisfaction with
the responses.

The political system theory is further developed from the perspective of government
communication. Karl Deutsch emphasizes the significance of information communica-
tion in governance and describes it with the metaphor “the nerve of government” [31].
Informed by the communication flows, the government conducts “steering” instead of
controlling [31], which can be understood as an ongoing movement, continual adjustment
of strategy and sensitivity to the environment [37]. Two concepts, including “lag” and
“gain”, are introduced to further interpret the government “steering” process. “Lag” means
that the political system takes time to generate a reaction to information. “Gain” means
the extent of this reaction; different reactions have differing abilities to resolve public
requests [30]. The greater the lag, the lower the possibility of the political system being
able to reach the goal [31]. In other words, the longer the political system takes to react,
the less effective this reaction is in fulfilling public requests. From this interpretation, the
research raises the hypothesis (H2a) that the longer the government process time, the lower
the possibility of achieving public satisfaction. As the lag in the online response procedure
also includes the process time of the official website, another hypothesis (H2b) is raised:
the longer the government website process time, the less likely the public is to be satisfied
by the response.

To explore the influence of processing factors in the response procedure on public
satisfaction, I created the binary dependent variable of “satisfied or not” through coding
the category of “satisfied” feedback as “1” and other categories, including “not satisfied”
and “general”, as “0”. The response dataset, which was collected from the Department of
Technology at the Window of the Capital, contains 272,707 observations covering everyday
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public messages and government replies from 2019 to 2020 (Each observation regarding
the dataset represents a message that was posted online and its variables. The initial
10 variables include “category of message”, “title of message”, “content of message”,
“time the message was posted online”, “time of government receiving message”, “reply
department”, “time of reply”, “content of reply”, “category of feedback” and “reason
for feedback”). I set the attribute “length of reply” as the control variable, which may
influence public satisfaction but is not directly related to the influential factors in which I
am interested. To test the first series of hypotheses (H1a and H1b), I added the category of
online public message and government departments as the independent variables. In order
to test the second series of hypotheses (H2a and H2b), I added the government process
time and the government website process time as the independent variables.

4. Discussions
4.1. Media Mechanism

The Window of the Capital, on the one hand, has the unique functions of media to
collect, process and disseminate information. On the other hand, it is a public institution
(shiye danwei), which is greatly affected by administrative instructions and policy up-
dates. The intensification (jiyue hua) of government websites encouraged by the central
government creates a positive environment for the construction of a new mechanism in-
side the online media system to systematically process information. In 2018, the General
Office of the State Council issued <The Government Website Intensification Pilot Work
Plan> to suggest “building intensive platforms for government websites based on unified
information resource base” and chose Beijing as one of the ten pilot areas [38]. Since 2019,
the government websites of different departments in Beijing were gradually integrated
into one platform, following the official guidance [39]. Before that, different government
departments and institutions individually constructed their own websites, with public
funding being allocated separately. This caused the problem that public messages to dif-
ferent government departments could only be posted on their individual corresponding
websites, and were processed separately, which increased the administration cost and
complexity of the work and decreased the efficiency of the response. The launch of the
integrated online governance platform on 1 January, 2020, was conducive to the construc-
tion of a new comprehensive mechanism inside the website to systematically process
government response, as this platform serves as the only online portal to navigate public
messages, which largely reduces the complexity of the public matching their inquiries with
the corresponding departments.

The political system outsourced some information management functions to the
online media systems in the case of Beijing. To be more specific, this outsourcing was
achieved by setting up professional positions and constructing a standardized procedure for
information processing within the online media system. Information processing is regarded
as one of the “dependency-engendering” information resources of the media system [23].
The specific professionalization initiatives are to set up specialized positions, including
a transferer (zhuanban ren), arbitrator (zhongcai ren) and an assessor (chuli ren), with
clear and separated responsibilities at different stages of information processing (Figure 1).
Benefitting from the information technology, the online media system constructs a new
mechanism for information processing between the government and the public. As argued
by Jane Fountain, one of the main effects of information technology on political institutions
is its ability to create the capacity for information processing and information flow [40].
The information related to government response is processed in a professional way in
the online media system, and flows according to specific rules. The transferer (zhuanban
ren), as the first position that accesses the public messages posted online, works as a
pivot to accurately deliver public messages to the corresponding government departments.
Their responsibilities also include categorizing and shunting public concerns. If the public
messages can be classified as consultation, they will be delivered to the knowledge base
(zhishi ku) for an automatic response. If the transferer categorizes the public concerns
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as suggestion, complaint or report, they will be sent to the corresponding government
departments for response.

JTAER 2023, 18, FOR PEER REVIEW 7 
 

 

professional way in the online media system, and flows according to specific rules. The 
transferer (zhuanban ren), as the first position that accesses the public messages posted 
online, works as a pivot to accurately deliver public messages to the corresponding gov-
ernment departments. Their responsibilities also include categorizing and shunting public 
concerns. If the public messages can be classified as consultation, they will be delivered 
to the knowledge base (zhishi ku) for an automatic response. If the transferer categorizes 
the public concerns as suggestion, complaint or report, they will be sent to the correspond-
ing government departments for response.  

 
Figure 1. The Message process procedure at the Window of the Capital. Notes: The figure was cre-
ated based on the semi-structured interviews conducted at the Window of the Capital. 

The individuals form a special type of dependence on the online media system dur-
ing the whole process of government response. To satisfy the individuals’ demands, the 
online media system establishes an organic structure to process information. As the audi-
ence, the individuals have certain demands, including receiving government responses 
that address their inquiries. Satisfying “individual needs” is one of the ways to increase 
peoples’ dependencies on media information [23]. Individuals’ dependence on the online 
media system leads to demands to simplify the procedure regarding public inquiries. The 
innovations of the online media mechanism, which include the creation of professional 
positions and a standardized procedure inside online media to process information, seem 
to realize the expectation of Owen Hughes regarding the development of an e-govern-
ment: through technological changes, government customers do not need to know the 
clear boundaries between institutional work, especially regarding service provision [41]. 
Assisted by the online media system, the public only needs to refer to a single official 
website to leave a message, no matter which government department is responsible for 
the inquiry. Inside the online media system, professional positions are connected with 
each other inside the online media system to form “organic structures”, which means that 
the connections and behaviors of these parts can be explained from the perspective of this 
relationship [23]. Specialized positions are connected through the information flow within 
the online mechanism. After being categorized and shunted by the transferer at an early 

Figure 1. The Message process procedure at the Window of the Capital. Notes: The figure was
created based on the semi-structured interviews conducted at the Window of the Capital.

The individuals form a special type of dependence on the online media system during
the whole process of government response. To satisfy the individuals’ demands, the online
media system establishes an organic structure to process information. As the audience, the
individuals have certain demands, including receiving government responses that address
their inquiries. Satisfying “individual needs” is one of the ways to increase peoples’ depen-
dencies on media information [23]. Individuals’ dependence on the online media system
leads to demands to simplify the procedure regarding public inquiries. The innovations
of the online media mechanism, which include the creation of professional positions and
a standardized procedure inside online media to process information, seem to realize the
expectation of Owen Hughes regarding the development of an e-government: through
technological changes, government customers do not need to know the clear boundaries
between institutional work, especially regarding service provision [41]. Assisted by the
online media system, the public only needs to refer to a single official website to leave a
message, no matter which government department is responsible for the inquiry. Inside
the online media system, professional positions are connected with each other inside the
online media system to form “organic structures”, which means that the connections and
behaviors of these parts can be explained from the perspective of this relationship [23].
Specialized positions are connected through the information flow within the online mech-
anism. After being categorized and shunted by the transferer at an early position of the
information flow, information containing suggestions, complaints and reports is delivered
into the political system. Once controversies regarding the different government depart-
ments’ jurisdiction arise, information is sent back to the arbitrator in the media system.
Being positioned at the last stage of gatekeeping, information containing a response must
pass the assessor’s evaluation before reaching the public. All these positions are organically
connected by information flow, which engenders the individuals’ special dependence on
the media system to satisfy their need for an effective official response.
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The semi-automation of the information process represents the typical dependence
of both the political system and the individual system on the media system. The semi-
automation refers to the function of “the knowledge base (zhishi ku)” set up inside the
website to process the specific type of message: consultation. This not only improves the
efficiency of processing the information of response, but also reduces the work pressure
and the administration cost of the political system. It achieves success by replying to
the consultation and receiving the highest satisfaction rate among all categories of pub-
lic messages (There are four categories of public messages, as classified by the Beijing
Municipal Government Website: consultation, suggestion, complaint and report.) “The
knowledge base” works using a similar function as the database, automatically match-
ing and providing answers to public consultations. If the transferer classifies the public
message as consultation, it will be sent to the knowledge base for an automatic response
without referring to the government departments. Rich information is contained in this.
According to the interviews with Mr. Q, there are around 500,000 knowledge items inside
the knowledge base. Based on their maturity, specificity and timeliness, these items are
classified into three levels of complexity: high, middle and low. The highest level includes
relatively fixed laws, regulations and work guidance, and the lowest level is mainly about
time-sensitive information, which may change quickly. There are also ongoing updates
regarding the format of the knowledge, with the purpose of facilitating an efficient response.
This application improves the efficiency of responding to public messages, as it significantly
reduces the workload of the political system. This successful innovation of the knowledge
base illustrates two types of individual media system dependency relations: understand-
ing and orientation [23]. Through the matching between the public consultation and the
specific item contained in the knowledge base, the public achieves a better understanding
of the social world by achieving an accurate perception of certain public policies in which
they are interested. A typical example of this kind of understanding is consulting the
website to understand the specific updates to the lottery policy for personal car number in
Beijing. Some other benefits can be derived from the knowledge base to achieve effective
orientation and ensure meaningful actions by following official instructions on dealing with
complex situations; for example, consulting the specific steps of the household registration
(hukou) relocation to Beijing. Mr. Q expressed the expectation that the public will fully
take advantage of the knowledge base as follows:

“From the professional point of view, the knowledge base which we have established is like
a database in the physical form. However, it is more like a service ecology (fuwu shengtai)
as it can really release its value only if there are different roles in different fields to use
this knowledge base from different perspectives”.

At a certain stage of the information process procedure, the automation of work
significantly improves efficiency and reduces administration costs. The application of
the knowledge base transfers the substantial working load from people to machines. The
knowledge base can be regarded as an efficient information management system containing
rich items of knowledge. The ability to access an efficient information system is not only
significant for the survival of political organizations, but also a necessity for effective
public action [23]. According to Mr. Z, the drafter of a government official document
advocates the application of the knowledge base (this document refers to the <Notice of
the General Office of the State Council on Issuing the Guidelines for the Development of
Government Websites> published in 2017); this innovation actually borrows the idea of an
initial knowledge base being used by the hotline, which assists in answering frequently
asked questions by the public. The evolution of the knowledge base is introduced by Mr.
Q; its initial form is an Excel table containing a descriptions of government responsibilities,
which were copied from their official websites. This was further modified to the text format,
in which information contained can be easily searched. After incorporating the ongoing
updated knowledge, the current version is described by Mr. Q as “a knowledge graph
(zhishi tupu)”, containing relatively rich information and a user-friendly navigation. The
necessity of establishing such a knowledge base is demonstrated by working experience and
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required by official government documents. The interviews with Mr. W reveal that around
80% of the online public consultations concentrate on around 20% of the transactions,
which can be answered in standard ways. The necessity of launching the knowledge
base was also stressed in a central government official document in 2017 [42]. Therefore,
long-term successful applications in other channels, to some extent, ensure the success of
the knowledge base in online government response.

Inside the online media system, the setup of special positions can facilitate government
departments in solving unstructured questions in the response process. The setup of the
arbitrator (zhongcai ren) with the power of jurisdiction and arbitration represents not only
the professionalization, but also the partial transfer of power from the political system
to the online media system. Once there are disputes among government departments
regarding their specific responsibilities, the arbitrator is responsible for the judgement and
arbitration. As a third party, outside the government departments that are in dispute, the
arbitrator exercises the power of arbitration to effectively avoid prevarication in disputes
between government departments. In the past, a major flaw in the linear and continuous
information processing within the government has been that once there is a problem or
dispute at a certain point, the internal information processing cannot continue. A major
breakthrough here is the outsourcing of some functions to the online media system through
a professional and authoritative position-setting, such as via the arbitrator. This innovation
effectively solves the defects in the traditional information system of public management,
which mainly tackles the structural problems faced by managers, but cannot function when
encountering unstructured and non-procedural problems [41]. Jurisdictional disputes are
unstructured issues whose characteristics are not routine, procedural, operational or in a
fixed causal relationship. The setup of arbitrators inside the online media system effectively
remedies the defects in the traditional information system of public management regarding
unstructured problems.

In the online media system, the independent arbitration function represents not only a
new form of dependence, but also the partial transfer of power from the political system to
the media system. This can resolve controversies caused by a lack of clarity regarding the
government departments’ responsibilities. The setup of this position also illustrates the
partial transfer of power from the political system to the online media system, with their
major functions including the arbitration of jurisdiction and the coordination of collabora-
tion between government departments. Before the design of this position, a continuous
puzzle for the government was how to accurately distribute public messages containing
diversified issues to the corresponding government departments and effectively solve
the controversies regarding jurisdiction. The Beijing Municipal Government authorizes
the official website, providing the power to resolve controversies regarding jurisdiction.
When disagreements are raised by the processors (chuli ren) of government departments
regarding the responsibilities of specific messages, these public messages will be sent back
to arbitrators (zhongcai ren) at the website. It is their responsibility to resolve disputes by
arbitrating which government department or institution should be in charge of the issue.
In addition to the arbitration of jurisdiction, this position is also responsible for clarifying
the necessity of collaborating with more than one government department, and, if so, de-
ciding which department is in charge. Once the collaboration is formed, the department in
charge takes the responsibility of allocating tasks among the collaborated departments and
consolidating information to form the official reply. With these two functions, a new form
of dependence, of the political system on the media system, goes beyond the traditional
propaganda tool, undertaking a problem-solving role through partial power outsourcing.
As Mr. Q explained, the purpose of setting the role of arbitrator is as follows:

“If the arbitrator believes that this matter must be resolved by the joint efforts of two
government departments, he will transfer it to them and determine which departments is
in charge as the work rule. The department that is in charge of the issue should take the
initiative to follow up the updates and consolidate the results. The purpose is to avoid
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the worst situation that each department gives its individual reply. What if the replies
conflict each other or both departments shirk the responsibility”?

The automation of effic iency control inside the online media system is combined
with a certain level of flexibility to ensure the efficiency of the government’s response.
This function mainly refers to the system supervision (xitong duban), which is one of a
series of supervisions (duban) implemented by the online media system. According to the
interviews with Mr. Q, this is conducted through the website to automatically record three
time points, including the submission time of the public inquiries, the time at which the
inquiries were sent to the government and the time at which a response was received from
the government. There are official requirements regarding the speed of the government’s
response: for example, three working days are the maximum time, in principle, for replies
to public consultations [39]. Therefore, system supervision forms time constraints for the
relevant government departments by keeping accurate time records. However, there are
flexibilities contained in this supervision, as explained by Mr. Q:

“The public inquiries have different difficulties and backgrounds to be addressed. If the
difficulty of addressing certain inquiry is relatively clear and the problem is indeed very
complicated, the government department is allowed to provide us with a description
and an application with the expectation of giving full consideration to the time limit or
efficiency. Therefore, while the system fully calculates or supervises the average processing
time, we treat difficult issues differently by not using the objective processing time as the
single measure of efficiency and moderately referring to the quality of response”.

In addition to efficiency, the response’s quality is also valued, as both external stake-
holders and professional positions are included in response supervision. Coordinated
supervision (xietong duban) is conducted by a committee organized by the Department of
the Interaction between the Public and Politics of the official website. Covering represen-
tatives of the National People’s Congress, members of the Chinese Political Consultative
Conference and the registered users of the official website, this committee meets quarterly
to evaluate if the public inquiries have been effectively addressed, and then provide written
records. Another kind of supervision manual supervision (rengong duban) is conducted
by assessors (pingjia ren), a professional position inside the online media system, once
negative public feedback is received to official responses. This requires assessors to make
the decision as to whether the message should be reprocessed based on the quality of the
replies and the objectivity of the feedback. This kind of supervision also represents the
dependence of the political system on the media system, as this requires the objectivity of
professional assessors for the website. Mr. Q explained the necessity of manual supervision
in an interview, as follows:

“As not everyone who posted the inquiry will participate into the satisfaction evaluation,
there are some official replies with low quality receiving no satisfaction evaluation. It
requires our staff to find out those government replies which do not meet the standard
from their own operation and maintenance perspective”.

The responsibility of the arbitrator and the function of supervision represent a new
form of dependence of the political system on the media system. This new form of depen-
dence features a partial power transfer, including the arbitration power and the supervision
power that the political system has over the online media system. This type of dependence is
not exactly the dependency relationship presented in the traditional Chinese media context,
in which the political system mainly relies on the media system for propaganda. The online
media system plays a more active and functional role in resolving disputes, coordinating
activities and supervising the political system. Jane Fountain once criticized American
government officials in the 1990s for their lack of revolutionary thinking in using new
technologies. Although they adopted information technology on the surface, they did not
touch the deeper power relationships and the supervision processes [40]. Comparatively
speaking, information technology seems to have been adopted by the Chinese government
in a deeper and more revolutionary way; in this case, with power reallocation. This is a
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new means of information technology adoption: the government has made adjustments
and transfers in the power relationship using the information technology. The online media
system provides both professional and technical resources, which engender a new form of
dependence on the political system. For professional resources, the official website sets up
professional positions, such as an arbitrator, to resolve disputes redgarding jurisdiction and
facilitate collaboration between departments. Regarding technical resources, the system
supervision automatically records the timepoints at different response stages to monitor
and ensure the government’s response efficiency. This new dependence relationship shifts
the endeavor of improving state–society relations from its traditional focus on internal
political system reform to the construction of an online media system.

To some extent, the online media system plays the role of an external information
management system for the government, controlling the quality of the information. After
the public message is processed by the relevant government department, the initial response
should pass the assessor’s (pingjia ren) gatekeeping process to ensure its quality. With
the assistance of this information management system, the online media system is mainly
responsible for processing information, including classification, distribution, arbitration
and gatekeeping. It simplifies the government’s task to focus only on responding to the
information content. The reengineering of the response workflow has greatly simplified
the role of government staff: they are only responsible for responding to the content of
public inquiries for the issues under their jurisdiction, with a minimum level of information
management responsibility.

4.2. Influential Factors

In addition to the processing of information, another valuable perspective to explain
the online mechanism is the way in which the online mechanism structures information.
This is represented by the classification of public messages and their connection to corre-
sponding government departments. The structure established inside the online mechanism,
to some extent, determines the variation in the content stress for the political system. This
is supported by the response data showing that content pressure does exist for the political
system, using evidence from the category of public messages and the category of govern-
ment departments. According to the political system theory, content pressure is caused by
the substance of the input and can have a negative impact on the political system [36]. The
category of the message can influence the possibility of the government response leading
to public satisfaction. Table 1 presents the results of multinomial logistic models. From
Model 1 to Model 4, the goodness of fit gradually increases with an increasing trend of the
pseudo-R square and a decreasing trend of the absolute value of log likelihood. Most of
the independent variables significantly correlate with the dependent variable. In Model 4,
compared to consultation, government response to suggestion is 13% less likely to receive
satisfied feedback. Official replies to complaint are even less likely to satisfy the public, with
the possibility being 23% smaller than the chance of achieving satisfaction through respond-
ing to a consultation. It could be presumed that the response to a message regarding certain
public policies could be much easier than addressing a complaint regarding certain policy.
Among the four categories of messages, it is most difficult to achieve public satisfaction
through an official response to a report; this is 69% less likely to satisfy the public compared
with the possibility of an ideal response to public consultation. Therefore, the hypothesis
(H1a) that the category of online public message has a significant correlation with the level
of public satisfaction with the government’s response is verified. This correlation is also
partially due to the architecture of the mechanism constructed inside the online media.
As Figure 1 shows, consultation is the only category of message that is directed by the
transferer to the knowledge base, whereas other categories are transferred to the processor
without a chance of receiving an automatic reply. Due to the accumulation of knowledge
in the knowledge base, the responses to consultations are relatively standardized and
controlled. However, with this mechanism’s architecture, the quality of responses to other
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categories, including advice, complaints and reports, highly depends on the function of the
political system.

Table 1. Multinomial logistic models of satisfaction in feedback to Chinese government response 1.

Variables Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 4
Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio
(Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value) (Z Value)

Category of
message

Suggestion 1.06 0.86 *** 0.87 ***
(1.95) (−3.72) (−3.42)

Complaint 0.33 *** 0.69 *** 0.77 ***
(−49.65) (−7.59) (−5.33)

Report 0.30 *** 0.24 *** 0.31 ***
(−6.80) (−8.20) (−6.51)

Category of
department
Fiscal and
Executive

Work
1.21 1.17 1.29

(1.03) (0.86) (1.39)
Urban Man-

agement 1.97 *** 2.08 *** 2.10 ***

(3.56) (3.86) (3.89)
Public

Security and
Justice

2.10 *** 2.21 *** 2.12 ***

(4.40) (4.70) (4.43)
Vertical Man-

agement
Organiza-

tion
1.45 1.43 1.38

(1.95) (1.88) (1.67)
Administrative

District 2.11 *** 2.17 *** 2.06 ***

(4.45) (4.61) (4.30)
Transportation

and
Technology

2.10 *** 2.26 *** 2.16 ***

(4.42) (4.85) (4.57)
Beijing 12345

Hotlines 0.54 *** 0.71 * 0.64 **

(−3.78) (−2.02) (−2.62)
Civil Affairs

and
Commerce

2.03 *** 1.92 ** 1.84 **

(3.68) (3.39) (3.16)
Human

Resources,
Agriculture
and Health

1.56 ** 1.47 * 1.40 *

(2.63) (2.27) (1.99)
Propaganda 1.67 1.70 1.65

(1.79) (1.84) (1.75)
Housing and
Urban-Rural

Develop-
ment

1.13 1.08 1.01

(0.72) (0.45) (0.03)
Government

process
time(days)

0.99 *** 0.99 *** 0.99 ***

(−15.09) (−14.47) (−10.72)
Website
process

time(days)
0.98 *** 0.98 *** 0.99 ***

(−10.35) (−9.12) (−5.53)
Length of

reply 1.00 * 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 ** 1.00 1.00 1.00 ***

(−2.33) (−6.16) (−8.06) (−7.39) (−2.68) (−1.40) (−1.79) (−7.37)
Constant 0.05 *** 0.11 *** 0.06 *** 0.07 *** 0.05 *** 0.05 *** 0.06 *** 0.08 ***

(−205.80) (−100.43) (−16.66) (−16.11) (−191.96) (−190.92) (−180.05) (−15.51)
Log

likelihood −149720.97 −146759.72 −146345.76 −145864.27 −149571.74 −149454.84 −149333.94 −145457.16

Pseudo R2 0.0003 0.0201 0.0229 0.0261 0.0013 0.0021 0.0029 0.0288
Observations 272706 272706 272706 272706 272706 272706 272706 272706

1 *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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In addition to the category of messages, another perspective from which to view
the influence of the input content is the category of government department. The reason
for this is that similar public messages tend to be directed to the same department. The
online mechanism consolidates information and distributes it across different government
departments and institutions, which face different levels of content pressure to produce an
ideal response, as the difficulties in forming a proper resolution vary across departments.
This is also realized by practitioners in the online media system based on their own
experiences. In the Media Mechanism section, Mr. Q admitted that public inquiries directed
to different departments face different difficulties and have different backgrounds. The
online media mechanism is constructed to contain flexibility regarding the time limits. The
necessity of flexibility between the different departments is also verified by the quantitative
results. The results of logistic regression confirm the significant correlation between the
government department and whether the public is satisfied with the response in most cases
(see Table 1). (In the original dataset, 83 government departments receive public messages
and generate a response. To simplify the analysis, I classify 83 government departments into
12 categories according to the division of the responsibilities of vice mayors of the Beijing
municipality (http://www.beijing.gov.cn/gongkai/sld/szfld/ (accessed on 2 March 2021)).
Table 2 illustrates the classifications. As “12345 Citizen Hotline” is a separate channel
connected to the Beijing Municipal Government Website, we treat this as an individual
cluster.) Compared with the category of department Information and Financial Regulation,
it is more than two times more likely for responses from the categories Urban Management,
Public Security and Justice, Administrative District, Transportation and Technology to
satisfy the public. Moreover, there are other categories of departments that can more
easily generate an ideal response that will satisfy the public than Information and Financial
Regulation, even though the gap is not as obvious as that between this department and
the first four. The government departments Civil Affairs and Commerce and Human
Resources, Agriculture and Health are 1.84 times and 1.40 times more likely, respectively, to
provide responses which attract satisfied feedback compared to the category of Information
and Financial Regulation. However, the responses obtained through Beijing 12345 Hotlines
are 36% less likely to satisfy the public compared with responses generated by government
departments in the category of Information and Financial Regulation. Therefore, the
hypothesis (H1b) is supported, as the department can significantly influence the possibility
of public satisfaction.

In addition to the content pressure, the processing time of the official response is
important to achieving public satisfaction. This logic applies not only to the time the
government takes to generate a response, but also to the time the online media system
takes to process information related to this response, which highlights the significance of
the online media system in producing an effective response. As introduced earlier for the
political system theory, the greater the “lag” in the process, the smaller the possibility of
the political system reaching the goal [31]. In the online response context, the “lag” can be
understood as the time taken by both the political system and the media system to absorb,
consider and process information before the government generates a response. While
the adequate “gain” here refers to the extent to which the government reaction exactly
matches the public’s request, which could ideally achieve public satisfaction. In the Beijing
case, the processing time covers both the government processing time and the website
processing time, which should be considered together. The regression results in Table 1
support the idea that both the government process time and the website process time
are negatively correlated with the dependent variable of whether the public is satisfied.
Therefore, the quicker the government can respond to public messages, the higher the
possibility of achieving public satisfaction (p < 0.001 in Model 2b, p < 0.001 in Model 2c,
p < 0.001 in Model 4). From the perspective of the website, a similar logic applies. The
quicker the website can process public messages and government responses, the easier
it is for the response to satisfy the public (p < 0.001 in Model 2a, p < 0.001 in Model 2c,
p < 0.001 in Model 4). Therefore, both hypothesis (H2a) and hypothesis (H2b) are verified.

http://www.beijing.gov.cn/gongkai/sld/szfld/
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The quantitative results show the necessity of creating professional positions, including
transferer, arbitrator and assessor, and the establishment of a knowledge base. The purpose
of the mechanism’s architecture is to improve the effectiveness of government responses
through accelerating this process.

Table 2. Department classification 1.

Department Cluster Department

Administrative
District

Haidian District, Shunyi district, Chaoyang District, Changping District, Shijingshan District,
Huairou District, Fengtai District, Daxing District, Miyun District, Mentougou District, Fangshan

District, Yanqing District, Tongzhou District, Dongcheng District, Xicheng District, Pinggu District

Transportation and
Technology

Beijing Metro Corporation, Bus Group Company, Municipal Transportation Commission,
Zhongguancun Science and Technology Park Management Committee, Municipal State-Owned

Assets’ Supervision and Administration Commission, Municipal Science and
Technology Commission

Housing and Urban-Rural
Development

Municipal Housing and Urban–Rural Development Committee, Municipal Major Project
Construction Command Office, Municipal Planning and Natural Resources Commission, Beijing

Housing Provident Fund Management Center

Fiscal and Executive Work

Municipal Local Taxation Bureau, Municipal Development and Reform Commission, Municipal
Emergency Management Bureau, Foreign Affairs Office of the Municipal Government, Municipal

Taxation Bureau, Municipal Finance Bureau, Municipal Bureau of Statistics, Municipal Audit Bureau,
Municipal Ethnic and Religious Commission, Municipal Poverty Alleviation Office

Urban Management

Gas Group Co., Ltd., Urban Management Centre, City Urban Management Committee, Thermal
Group Co., Ltd., Beijing Electric Power Company, Water Group Co., Ltd., Municipal Water Bureau,
Municipal Ecological Environment Bureau, Municipal Seismological Bureau, Municipal Bureau of

Cultural Heritage, Municipal Civil Air Defense Office, Tiananmen District Administrative
Committee, Municipal Public Complaints and Proposals Office, Municipal Urban Management and

Law Enforcement Bureau

Human Resources,
Agriculture and Health

Municipal Park Management Center, Municipal Human Resources and Social Security Bureau,
Municipal Health and Wellness Committee, Municipal Landscaping Department, Municipal Bureau
of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Municipal Department of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, Municipal

Medical Insurance Bureau, Municipal Sports Bureau, Municipal Education Commission

Civil Affairs and
Commerce

Municipal Civil Affairs Bureau, Beijing Postal Corporation, Beijing Investment Promotion Bureau,
Municipal Bureau of Veterans Affairs, Municipal Bureau of Commerce, Social Work Committee of the

Municipal Committee Municipal Civil Affairs Bureau

Public Security and Justice Municipal Public Security Bureau, Municipal Justice Bureau, Municipal Prison Administration
Bureau, Municipal Public Security Bureau Public Security Traffic Management Bureau

Informatization and
Financial Regulation

Municipal Communications Administration, Beijing Economic and Technological Development Zone,
Municipal Local Financial Supervision Bureau, Municipal Intellectual Property Office, Municipal

Bureau of Economic Information Technology

Propaganda Municipal Culture and Tourism Bureau, Municipal Cultural Market Administrative Law
Enforcement Corps, Gehua Cable Company, Municipal Radio and Television Bureau

Vertical Management
Organization

Municipal Quality Supervision Bureau, Municipal Market Supervision Administration, Municipal
Food and Drug Administration, Municipal Bureau of Industry and Commerce, Municipal Food and

Material Reserves Bureau
1 We clustered these departments according to the respective portfolios of the vice mayors of the Beijing govern-
ment and the department clusters (guikou) in Chinese politics. The department clusters (guikou) and the leading
group (lingdao xiaozu) are institutional designs used by the Chinese Communist Party to control the government,
and this division most closely resembles the interdepartmental structure of the Chinese government in reality.

5. Conclusions

The innovative mechanism contained within the online media system increases the
effectiveness of the government response. This innovation is mainly achieved through
outsourcing the information management function and transferring part of the information
processing power. This study contributes to the development of the media dependence
theory through an analysis of the mechanism constructed inside the online media system
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in China. This newly constructed mechanism engenders new forms of dependence: with
both the political system and individuals depending on the online media system. The
political system outsources some information management functions to the online media
system. The dependence of the political system on the online media system for a response
is no longer in the form of traditional propaganda. This dependence is in a new form of
functional dependence on the online media system to help the political system reduce
administration costs, resolve disputes, coordinate cooperation and ensure the quality of the
response information. It is realized through professional and technical resources provided
from within the online media system. The mechanism’s innovations work together to form
a new type of functional dependence of the political system on the online media system to
modify state–society relations.

From the perspective of the political system theory, how the internet structures infor-
mation can influence the effectiveness of the connection between the Chinese state and
society in the form of government response. Both content pressure and time pressure exist
for the political system in the online response process. The evidence supports the idea that
the effectiveness of the response varies across different government departments as they
face different levels of content pressure. Another typical way of structuring information,
the category of public message, also impacts the effectiveness of the government response.
Regarding government communication, a time pressure exists concerning the political
system’s response, as the regression results demonstrate the public’s preference for quick
information processing, both in the political system and on the website. They results also
highlight the significance of information processing in the online media system.

New nuances emerge regarding the specific type of media dependence relationship
and the operation logic of the political system. The online media system does not only
improve the efficiency of government response, but also sets constraints and thresholds for
the response quality. The new power balance between the political system and the online
media system form a new type of functional dependence relationship. In this dependence
relationship, both the position and function of the online media system have never been
more prominent in the political system. The dependence of the political system on the media
system changes from a tool-based propaganda logic to power reallocation and transfer.
This is typically illustrated by the arbitration of controversies regarding responsibility,
the gatekeeping of response quality and the mixed forms of supervision. The success of
hypotheses-testing supports the existence of both a content pressure and time pressure
for the political system during the response process. However, “public satisfaction”, as an
indicator for the effectiveness of the government’s response, only offers one dimension of
measurement. This can be somewhat subjective and not accurate. There is a demand for a
systematic measurement method regarding the effectiveness of government response.

Although the response data are relatively rich, and could be analyzed for influential
factors on public satisfaction, there are certain limitations to this study. This research focuses
on the single case of Beijing, due to the limited resources. More fieldwork can be conducted
elsewhere to explore other possibilities for innovation in both the media system and the
political system. The study analyzes the mechanism of information processing in the media
system, and the political system’s dependence on the media system. However, there is
still a lack of research inside the government comparing operation and implementation
across different departments or different municipalities. This comparative view could be
valuable regarding both the theoretical implications and practical insights for government
response research.
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