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Abstract: The study investigates the impact of public participation on governance performance in a
risk society. A trust-based participatory paradigm is proposed as a viable framework. Using data
from a 2018 survey of family planning services in Hubei, China, this study develops hypotheses
drawn from causal mechanisms of participatory governance. A structural equation modeling (SEM)
approach is employed to disentangle the direct effect of public participation on governance perfor-
mance from its indirect effect through trust. Moderated multiple regressions (MMR) are conducted
to identify the moderating effect of risk perception. The results indicate that public participation is
associated with higher perceived quality of family planning services and decreases son preference
through the serial mediation effects of trust and perceived quality. Risk perception of gender im-
balance magnifies the positive effect of civic autonomy on perceived quality. This paper extends
previous research on the governance of gender imbalance and contributes to the literature on the
relationship between public participation, trust, risk perception, and governance performance in
authoritarian countries.

Keywords: public participation; governance performance; trust; risk perception; gender imbalance;
family planning services; China

1. Introduction

Since the 1980s, the sex ratio at birth (SRB) in China has risen from 111.3 in 1990
to 119.9 in 2000 and reached 120.5 in 2005. Although the SRB declined to 118.1 in 2010
and 111.3 in 2020, this long-term demographic profile still makes China the most gender-
imbalanced country in the world (Golley and Tyers 2014). Due to China’s huge population,
the high SRB translates into substantial numbers of “missing women” and “excess males”
across all realms of society. The resulting male marriage squeeze can be associated with
such social problems as the rising cost of bride price, problems of old-age support with
enormous economic pressure for those who never married, and increasing crime rates
related to prostitution and trafficking in women (Jiang et al. 2011).

Given the attention being paid to the adverse consequences of gender imbalance for
social development, Chinese governments at all levels have implemented comprehensive
interventions since 1996. Scholars summarize these governmental interventions as “gender
imbalance governance”, which refers to government-led social management activities that
adopt public policies and other governance means to mitigate the traditional culture of
son preference, reduce the abnormally high SRB, and achieve gender equality in the whole
society (Li et al. 2013). The National Population and Family Planning Commission (NPFPC,
renamed the National Health Commission in 2018) is the entity tasked with governance of
gender imbalance in China.
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Previous research on gender imbalance governance in China has focused mainly
on policy responses and strategic actions, i.e., how to halt and reverse the biased SRB.
Treating SRB as the sole indicator, however, is an inadequate approach to evaluating gover-
nance performance (Li et al. 2013), and measuring governance performance as subjective
performance can provide valuable information about the administration (Mizrahi et al.
2010). Here we define “governance performance of gender imbalance” as improving the
perceived quality of family planning services in the governance process through which son
preference is mitigated. This definition conceptually links the quality of a process with the
quality of outcomes.

In 1978 the “reform and open up” policy transformed the state-society relationship
in China. Over the last 40 years, Chinese public administration reform benefited greatly
from the theories of governance and new public management introduced in the late 1980s
as well as experiences of Western countries. It is generally agreed that the reform began
with criticizing “the traditional state-centered governance paradigm to establish a new
citizen-centered governance paradigm” (Xue and Zhong 2012, p. 287). In 2007, the Chinese
central government established a new guiding framework led by the Chinese Communist
Party and the state, under which the interests of citizens are protected, and innovation in
social management is strengthened by mobilizing the population to participate in social
governance and public services (Liu 2014; Yang et al. 2016). In China, public participation is
relatively undeveloped, although public participation in governance is in line with the trend
in governance reform, and the relationship between public participation and governance
performance has been one of the focal points of academic and policymaking communities.

Public governance in China is gradually trying to develop into a kind of horizontal
structure by providing channels for citizens to participate directly and build trust (Bao
et al. 2012). Participatory governance “has the potential to provide a framework to support
the analysis and evaluation of public policy evolution” (Osborne 2006, p. 384). The
theoretical argument central to participatory governance is the “participation thesis”,
emphasizing the importance of public participation, including participatory villager self-
governance and involvement in social organization, which helps build trust and improve
governance performance. Governance of gender imbalance is a boundary-spanning public
issue, which cannot be solved by one actor alone but requires collaboration between
multiple stakeholders. Boundary-spanning stresses the increase in social capital, which
is an important driver for the emergence and sustainment of collaboration (Nooteboom
2002). Trust as part of social capital is a prerequisite for public policy. Thus, a trust-based
participatory paradigm is proposed.

In participatory governance, “the interaction between mechanism and context is what
determines the outcome” (Falleti and Lynch 2009, p. 1151). Specifically, the outcome of
the causal mechanism begins with a critical juncture, which is situated at the point of
some exogenous shock (war, depression, etc.). Williamson (1999) claims that risks and
uncertainties should be taken into account to some extent when designing governance. The
advent of a high-risk society, i.e., a hyper-accelerated change in the number and magnitude
of risks, jeopardizes governance performance (Huang and Zhu 2015). In the present study,
we treat the gender-imbalanced risk society as the exogenous shock, which has contributed
to weakening public confidence in family planning services.

In summary, risk, trust, and control are the underlying ingredients of public gover-
nance (Nooteboom 2002). Trust-based participatory governance is a viable model with
which to study the governance of gender imbalance in China and provides a new perspec-
tive for research on governance performance. Although empirical studies of public partici-
pation and governance performance are well represented in democracies, such research in
China is at the very beginning stage. This study responds to the growing call for a more sys-
tematic approach to understanding this relationship in authoritarian countries. Moreover,
although scholars agree that it is normatively desirable to engage the public in governance
and emphasize the importance of public participation (Neshkova and Guo 2012), there is
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still no consensus on mechanisms that specify exactly why and how public participation is
expected to enhance governance performance.

This study not only specifies and clarifies hypothesized causal mechanisms between
public participation and governance performance but also identifies the contextual condi-
tions under which public participation may lead to better (or worse) performance in China.
We address three key questions. First, can public participation among citizens who receive
family planning services improve the governance performance of gender imbalance? Sec-
ond, what role does trust play in the relationship between public participation and the
governance performance of gender imbalance? Third, what role does the risk perception of
gender imbalance play in the relationship between public participation and the governance
performance of gender imbalance?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Governance of Gender Imbalance in China

China’s gender imbalance is the most urgent strategic and livelihood issue facing
the nation for population-related sustainable social development (Loh and Remick 2015).
It also has an important impact on international security in Asia. Generally, there are
two goals for the governance of gender imbalance: one is directed toward the causes,
while the other is aimed at the consequences. In China, most interventions on gender
imbalance until now have aimed primarily at the causes, and it has been widely accepted by
scholars that the major direct cause of gender imbalance is accessibility to sex identification
techniques (Chen et al. 2013; Nie 2010). Therefore, in the early 1990s, state and local
governments focused on reducing “two illegalities”, namely sex identification and sex-
selective abortions for non-medical purposes (Li et al. 2013). Nevertheless, the SRB has
continued to increase through the 2000s, suggesting that these strict interventions have yet
to be effective (Guo et al. 2016).

Numerous studies have documented that the root cause of gender imbalance is the
entrenched preference for sons, which does not appear to be influenced much by rigid
control (Murphy 2014). In March 2003, a government-guided campaign entitled “Care for
Girls” was launched in 24 counties with the aims of eliminating gender discrimination and
guaranteeing the rights of girls and women. The results have been encouraging, and this
campaign eventually developed into a national strategic platform. Policies and activities
adopted were piggy-backed onto family planning services, and gender imbalance gover-
nance has been institutionalized into the routine work of family planning. The primary
goal of family planning services is to provide reproductive health services throughout the
life course. “Advocacy” is another important activity of family planning services, focusing
on publicity concerning gender equality and cultural innovation. Benefit-oriented family
planning services via the system that assists families in family planning have achieved a
good outcome in the attenuation of son preference and the decline of SRB (Li et al. 2013).

Citizens’ evaluations of family planning services should reflect the quality of gender
imbalance governance. Son preference is a form of personal interest rooted in a collective
culture; it is goal-directed and context-dependent. The South Korean case sheds light on
the role of public policy in reducing son preference. This “performance thesis” argues that
citizens perceiving a higher level of quality in family planning services are less inclined to
insist on son preference.

2.2. Public Participation

Since the 1950s, governments at all levels have initiated programs of public participa-
tion, with the underlying presumption that if citizens actively participate in policymaking
and democracy, policies that are formulated as a result of this process will be more realistic,
and the resulting governance will be more democratic and effective (Irvin and Stansbury
2004). A conceptual framework for participatory governance has been developed and
continues to be used (Emerson et al. 2012; Newig et al. 2018). The effectiveness of participa-
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tory governance has been demonstrated consistently and strongly in research on public
administration.

Increasing public participation is a potent means of achieving effectiveness, account-
ability, and responsiveness of governance under democracy (Fung 2015; Heikkila and Isett
2007). It does this by building trust and facilitating mutual understanding because public
participation can create collective norms of reciprocity (Fischer 2015). In other words, “it
fulfills the three basic human needs: increased autonomy, increased meaningfulness, and
decreased isolation” (Sashkin 1984, p. 11). Cuthill and Fien (2005) argue that significant
community development rests on the commitment of community members to invest them-
selves and their resources in the effort. In view of this, public participation is of crucial
importance in explaining governance performance (Seller 2017).

The concept of public participation is related to the rights of citizenship and gov-
ernance. Wang and Wan Wart (2007) define public participation as a direct or indirect
public involvement in governance. Gao (2014) divides public participation in China into
two dimensions: civic autonomy and organizational involvement. Civic autonomy, i.e.,
villager self-governance, can be seen as an umbrella term for direct participation in gov-
ernance, such as citizen engagement, civic participation, and participatory democracy
(Siebers et al. 2019). Civic autonomy aims to make better decisions, thereby providing
more efficient benefits to the whole society (Irvin and Stansbury 2004). Organizational
involvement refers to interaction in horizontal non-hierarchical networks. Collective
endeavors can arise when local citizens are involved in social structures and practices
dedicated to common interests and goals (Putnam et al. 1993). In particular, skills of civic
literacy and moderate political attitudes may be instilled as opposing pressures by civil
associations, forcing members of diverse groups to collaborate (Andrews 2007).

In China’s governance of gender imbalance, the majority of public interventions are
initiated, implemented, and monitored by the government. As a result, civil society plays a
small role in decision making, management, and monitoring. However, civil society is an
important stakeholder in public governance. To our knowledge, little research has been
carried out on the relationship between public participation and governance performance.

2.3. Trust

Governance of gender imbalance in China aims to tackle the tension between collective
and individual interests. Sex identification practice driven by son preference provides a
vehicle for opportunism. Trust acts as an effective instrument of governance for developing
a departure from opportunism. An essential function of trust is to inhibit opportunistic
behavior and reduce relational risk. Trust is a multidimensional concept based on positive
expectations and generally falls into two categories: interpersonal trust and institutional
trust (Nooteboom 2002). Institutional trust captures the confidence in institutions and
public administration. If citizens trust government authorities, they are more likely to
comply with their directives. The governance of gender imbalance is under the influence
of the state, directly through family planning services and indirectly through promulgation
of laws; thus, governance processes are more likely to succeed when participants trust the
government (Welter and Smallbone 2011).

In a collectivistic and relationship-oriented society, interpersonal relationships are
vital to public service effectiveness. Interpersonal trust can complement institutional trust.
Strongly linked to social ties, interpersonal trust is therefore divided into generalized
trust and particularized trust, the former refers to trust in strangers beyond one’s own
group or network (weak ties), and the latter refers to trust in people from one’s own group
(strong ties) (Suebvises 2018). Interpersonal trust is defined by Fukuyama (1995) as the
expectation that arises within a community when other people behave in predictable,
honest, and cooperative ways. In China, community-based networks and organizations
have become important reference groups (Chen 2000). To achieve efficient outcomes and
to avoid inefficient “non-cooperative traps”, such as the prisoners’ dilemma, people in a
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community tend to cooperate (Chen et al. 2011). Therefore, this study uses social trust in
the community or village to elucidate governance performance.

However, theoretical and empirical progress on the role of trust in public governance
has been modest because “the theoretical underpinnings are poorly defined and most
studies rely on single-factor analyses” (Wang and Wan Wart 2007, p. 266).

2.4. Risk Perception

We have become a risk society in which we are all equally vulnerable. Additionally,
increased self-monitoring in contemporary society leads to a constant perception of risks
(Giddens 1991). In rural China, gender imbalance is a “structural risk”, preventing threats
to human life (Klinke 2021), and increasingly perceived as a high-risk issue by villagers
through direct experience and extensive media coverage; it is manifested in male marriage
squeezes, missing females, and related social problems such as the rising cost of bride
price, increasing prostitution, and abduction of and trafficking in women. The increasingly
significant risks arising from gender imbalance pose challenges to the governance of
gender imbalance.

In the context of risk society, demands for greater public participation have emerged
in policy circles. Public participation is used to inject and integrate various values and
demands into governance, making more socially acceptable decisions and improving the
quality of services. “Public engagement, however cannot guarantee positive outcomes”
(Mah et al. 2014, p. 370). The general assumption that disasters often have negative po-
litical effects (Carlin et al. 2013) emphasizes that risks intertwined with public participa-
tion have at least some effect on how citizens perceive their government’s performance
(Albrecht 2017). To date, little attention has been paid to the risks of gender imbalance in
the evaluation of either policy implementation or performance.

3. Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

Figure 1 shows the conceptual model of this study, which adopts a simple yet theo-
retically concise method to explain the relationships between public participation, trust,
risk perception, and governance performance. Informed by the causal mechanisms of
participatory governance (Newig et al. 2018), relating participation to outputs, the theoreti-
cal framework consists of two sub mechanisms: internal condition and external context.
First, the key theoretical argument regarding participatory governance originates from the
principal-agent theory. Mechanisms of participatory governance can help to overcome the
agency problem, thus improving provision and outcomes of services. Second, a high level
of trust, as an internal condition, is desirable and can stimulate positive outcomes. Third,
valid causal inference requires contextualizing the participatory governance mechanism.
Risk society, as an exogenous shock, may promote or inhibit the role of public participation,
which is crucial for the validity of the mechanism.
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3.1. The Role of Public Participation

Defined as engagement and involvement in public affairs and social activities, public
participation has been widely documented as a necessary means to enhance governance
performance, illustrated by proponents of new public administration (Andrews and Brewer
2013; King et al. 1998; Michels 2011; Mizrahi et al. 2009, 2010; Putnam 2000). Public
participation can incorporate knowledge and values, helping articulate demands and elicit
preferences (Beeri et al. 2019), which, in turn, make it easier for governments to meet
citizens’ needs. It is particularly relevant for family planning services, which are human-
centered services having a universal impact and which have been implemented over the
past decades to mitigate son preference (Kumar and Sinha 2020).

Civic autonomy is conceptualized as citizens’ direct participation in governance.
Through sharing in governance, citizens and administrators can choose actions that gradu-
ally reshape public services. It has been corroborated in Western democracies that citizen
participation has a discernible effect on public service performance. Neshkova and Guo
(2012) find that citizen participation in administrative decision making is positively related
to greater efficiency and effectiveness of public services. This was subsequently supported
by Speer (2012) and Owen (2020), who delineated participatory governance in developing
and authoritarian countries, emphasizing the importance of civic autonomy. He and Ma
(2020) note that citizen participation in health policy generates positive outcomes in Hong
Kong, i.e., higher perceived performance. Thus, civic autonomy is expected to promote the
performance of public services.

Organizational involvement can supplement and support civic autonomy as indirect
participation. Putnam et al. (1993) posit that associational life relates directly to public sec-
tor performance in terms of efficacy. Community organizational life (such as sports clubs)
expose local citizens to diverse ideas and experiences, which may encourage the develop-
ment of shared norms and concerns through interaction in social networks (Andrews and
Brewer 2013). Citizens involved in organizations can help frame the particular problem, for
instance, gender imbalance in this study, in more accurate ways than governments acting
alone (Fung 2015). Community organizations therefore generate positive externalities for
public organizations, thus enhancing public service performance.

This study identifies two tiers of metrics to be taken into account when evaluating
the governance performance of gender imbalance: process-oriented (the perceived quality
of family planning services) and outcome-oriented (son preference). The “performance
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thesis” mentioned above constitutes the basic logic of governance performance; that is,
son preference is mitigated through family planning services. We therefore argue that
participating citizens are likely to evaluate the quality of family planning services positively
and be less inclined to insist on son preference.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Civic autonomy will significantly increase the perceived quality of family
planning services, which, in turn, leads to weak son preference.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Organizational involvement will significantly increase the perceived quality
of family planning services, which, in turn, leads to weak son preference.

3.2. The Mediating Role of Trust

The mechanism by which effective public participation helps restore trust, thus
strengthening accountability and policy legitimacy (He and Ma 2020), underlies the me-
diating role of trust, which has been partially examined in some studies (Lim et al. 2016).
Public participation may strengthen the sense of group identity and correspondingly trust
in government and others, thus enhancing the perceived performance of public services
(Mizrahi et al. 2010).

Specifically, there is a remarkable convergence around the proposition that public
participation boosts trust in government (Hu et al. 2015; Kim and Lee 2012; Shim and Park
2016), although some scholars emphasize the reverse causality (Lee and Schachter 2019).
For normative and instrumental reasons, public participation, “both on the organiza-
tional/bureaucratic level and on the communal/political level, may increase trust in
governance and potentially in administrative agencies because they enhance the infor-
mation citizens have about various processes and their identification with policies and
outcomes” (Mizrahi et al. 2009, p. 8). On the other hand, trust in government is increasingly
found in public service literature as a pivotal factor in improving performance (Ma and
Christensen 2019; Nyhan 2000). Citizens who trust the government are more likely to be
pleased by public policies.

Apart from government trust, a number of studies provide empirical evidence that
public participation boosts social trust (Huhe et al. 2015; Łopaciuk-Gonczaryk 2019; Sueb-
vises 2018). Interaction among participants, whether in public affairs or social activities,
potentially produces greater social trust through the exchange of diverse perspectives
and knowledge conducive to mutual learning (Heikkila and Gerlak 2013). Moreover, the
social capital literature posits that social trust facilitates agreement where preferences are
polarized, which helps forge convergence and cooperation, providing favorable conditions
for positive outcomes (Huhe et al. 2015; Oh and Bush 2014; Suebvises 2018). In light of this,
interpersonal trust can improve compliance with public services, thereby increasing the
perceived quality.

To sum up, trust is, in part, initiated by public participation, and in that sense, it
is an intermediate outcome or a mediator that produces better governance performance.
Participating citizens are more likely to evaluate public services positively when they trust
the government and other people. Thus the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Government trust will play a significant mediating role in the relationship
between civic autonomy and the perceived quality of family planning services.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Government trust will play a significant mediating role in the relationship
between organizational involvement and the perceived quality of family planning services.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Social trust will play a significant mediating role in the relationship between
civic autonomy and the perceived quality of family planning services.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Social trust will play a significant mediating role in the relationship between
organizational involvement and the perceived quality of family planning services.
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3.3. The Moderating Role of Risk Perception

Although public participation is viewed as enhancing governance performance, there
may be contexts where this expectation does not hold. This study seeks to account for the
external context of the gender-imbalanced society in rural China, where gender imbalance
is an element that produces risk (Eklund 2018). For stakeholders, perceptions are a reality,
which “play a major role in motivating individuals to take action to avoid, mitigate, adapt
to, or even ignore risks” (Poetz 2012; Wachinger et al. 2013, p. 1050). Whether in the face
of natural hazards or human-made emergencies, citizens with high-risk perceptions will
choose to personally prepare themselves, i.e., behave adaptively. The perceived risk may
interact with public participation in predicting performance.

Risk perception is domain-specific and thus has a paradoxical relationship with
civic autonomy. As for risks that fundamentally depend on government control, high-
risk perception provides citizens with the motivation to engage in public governance
to reduce the risks (Xu et al. 2020). However, for risks that diffuse across society, risk
perception has a significantly negative impact on civic autonomy, indicating that high-risk
perception does not trigger villagers to choose positive political behavior in order to avoid
risk (Xie 2013). The latter scenario suggests that as risk perception of gender imbalance
increases, individuals will focus on improving their resources and capabilities to respond
to risks rather than participating in governance, which may spill over into the evaluation
of public services, undermining the perceived quality.

Moreover, the effect exerted by organizational involvement on the perceived quality
of public services is also shaped by risk perception. On the one hand, perceived risk is
amplified by interpersonal discussion among local citizens in community-based organi-
zations (Binder et al. 2011). Citizens struggle to protect their own benefits, which leads
to competition for public services. On the other hand, the plurality of interests and de-
mands may evoke conflicts and shatter citizens’ confidence in public services (Klinke 2021).
This suggests that risk perception may dampen the positive influence of organizational
involvement on perceived quality.

Accordingly, it is reasonable to hypothesize that in a risk society with a severe gender
imbalance, risk perception, acting as a moderator, curtails the influence of public participa-
tion on perceived quality. The links between public participation and perceived quality
may be less pronounced when risk perception is stronger.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Risk perception of gender imbalance will negatively moderate the positive
effect of civic autonomy on the perceived quality of family planning services.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). Risk perception of gender imbalance will negatively moderate the positive
effect of organizational involvement on the perceived quality of family planning services.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Data Collection

To test these hypotheses, we designed a questionnaire and conducted a survey in
August 2018. The data were collected from 20 villages and communities in Hubei province,
China. It is important to present some background of the sample province to clarify why we
regard Hubei as an ideal case for exploring the relationship between public participation
and governance performance of gender imbalance. Hubei is a landlocked province in
Central China that has been the focus of national comprehensive governance of the high
SRB in China. Since becoming one of the three pilot provinces in UNFPA’s Government of
China Eighth Country Programme (2016–2018), Hubei has begun to promote gender main-
streaming, changing social norms, culture, and customs of son preference and emphasizing
multi-sectoral participation in governance. Villages/Communities and families are treated
as basic actors and entry points of intervention to enable societal change. Engagement
of villages/communities, public participation, and bottom-up changes in the traditional
rural gender culture are crucial to eliminating son preference (UNFPA and CPDRC 2018).
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Villages and communities were chosen as units of the study because the public is geo-
graphically closer to local government than the central government and because public
participation and trust at the local level are more easily perceived and measured.

The survey randomly sampled various villages/communities based on the size and
structure of their populations to ensure that each village/community was represented
in the sample proportionately to its population. A total of 1032 survey questionnaires
were distributed among the 20 villages/communities. The respondents’ average age was
42.38 (SD = 9.29), with an average of 9.38 years of education (SD = 3.17) and an average of
25,073 yuan of annual income (SD = 32,515). 53.88% of the respondents identified as female
and 91.28% were married. Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the samples.

Table 1. Demographic profile (N = 1032).

Respondent Profiles Frequency/Mean Percentage/SD

Age 42.38 9.29

Gender
Male 476 46.12

Female 556 53.88

Marital status
Unmarried 90 8.72%

Married 942 91.28%

Education (years) 9.38 3.17

Annual income (yuan) 25,073 32,515

4.2. Measurements

The survey consists of seven constructs with a total of 39 items. These are described
below and listed in Appendix B.

4.2.1. Governance Performance of Gender Imbalance

The complexity of governance performance in the public sector is a hot topic that has
long been debated in the public management literature (Andrews et al. 2011). Chen et al.
(2011) point out that perceived performance has become the optimal quantitative index.
Good government in a democracy depends on positive citizen evaluation, which may be
entirely subjective (Kweit and Kweit 2004). Although perceptual measures pose a number
of problems, previous studies have supported their validity by showing that subjective
and objective measures of governance performance are highly correlated (McCracken et al.
2001). Governance performance of gender imbalance is measured by subjective evaluation,
consisting of the perceived quality of family planning services and son preference.

While measuring perceived quality remains difficult, two key dimensions suggested
by Putnam et al. (1993) are commonly used by scholars: responsiveness and effectiveness
(Xia 2011). As the assessment of governance performance moves from government-centric
to public-centric, citizen satisfaction and service reliability are also important indicators
(Zhang and Hu 2014). Perceived quality of family planning services is rated using four
dimensions from the Service Evaluation Questionnaire (SEQ) developed by Nguyen et al.
(1983): attitudes toward the general responsiveness and effectiveness of governance; and
detailed evaluations of respondents’ satisfaction with and reliability of governmental
services. We modified this scale to apply to family planning services by adjusting the
service content. Each item uses a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (No, Definitely not)
to 4 (Yes, Definitely).

Son preference is deeply ingrained in patrilineal societies, where patriarchal institu-
tions and norms place greater value on sons than daughters. It is measured by the following
items based on the value of sons on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree):
old-age support, financial support, day-to-day care, carrying on the family lineage and
prestige, emotional support.
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4.2.2. Public Participation

Public participation refers to the deep and continuous engagement of the citizenry in
the administrative processes, where all involved are likely to have an impact on the situation
(King et al. 1998). In this study, it is defined as individual involvement in administrative
functions and village/community activities. Therefore, public participation is gauged by
two indices: civic autonomy and organizational involvement.

Civic autonomy is defined as “direct democracy” or “rule by the people”, which
involves actions aimed at resolving problems of the village or community at the local level
(Zukin et al. 2006). It is measured with three indicators based on the participation behavior
scale developed by Xie and Zhang (2013). Each item uses a four-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 4 (often).

Organizational involvement refers to participation in specific activities (Somma 2010).
It is measured by one subscale adopted from the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS):
“In your spare time, have you participated in the following activities of social organiza-
tions?” According to the types of social organization activities, this item includes seven
items (fitness/sports activities, entertainment activities, social activities, religious activities,
activities that help to develop/educate children’s abilities, activities that help improve
individual skills/techniques, charitable/compulsory activities). Respondents indicate
whether they have or have not participated in each activity rated on a five-point Likert
scale. The coding scheme is as follows: 1 (never), 2 (several times a year), 3 (once a month),
4 (once a week), 5 (several times a week).

4.2.3. Trust

Trust in government can be evaluated by the extent to which citizens have confidence
in the local government that directly responds to and handles gender imbalance. A set of
five items was developed by Shim and Park (2016) and adapted to measure government
trust. The respondents were asked to indicate the degree of trust in the following items on
a scale from 1 (very low trust) to 5 (very high trust): institution (the village/community),
governance resources, public services, information, and staff.

Social trust can be conceptualized as perceived trustworthiness, which indicates
that people expect support and believe that there is a relationship in which issues can
be discussed, and interdependence can be established (Ferrin et al. 2006). This study
defines social trust as interpersonal mutual trust within a community/village, where the
respondent is both a trustor and a trustee (Six et al. 2010). It is measured by six items
modified from the world values survey (WVS). All assessments are measured on a five-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

4.2.4. Risk Perception of Gender Imbalance

Risk perception is the “process of collecting, selecting, and interpreting signals about
uncertain impacts of events or activities” (Wachinger et al. 2013, p. 1049). The data set used
in this study includes a group of items on public perceptions of gender imbalance risks.
The respondents were asked: “What do you think of the following statements related to
gender imbalance?” The nine risks listed are high marriage expenses, many unmarried
males over 30 years old, trafficking in women and children, safety issues for left-behind
women and children, extramarital relationships, irregular marriages (such as mercenary
marriage and early marriage), increasing crime rate due to more unmarried men, forced
bachelor families face enormous economic pressure, forced bachelor families face problems
of old-age support. The risk perception was rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

4.3. Analytic Methods

Structural equation modeling (SEM) and moderated multiple regressions (MMR)
were used to assess the hypothesized relationships, as shown in Figure 1. SEM is a
statistical technique that combines factor analysis to evaluate the reliability and validity of
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the measurement model and multiple regression to validate the relationships among the
theoretical constructs (Kline 2016). It is particularly valuable in analyzing measurement
and structural models with multi-item constructs and is more versatile than most other
multivariate analytic tools; thus, it is widely used for performance research in the public
sector (Morgeson et al. 2011). The overriding virtue of SEM is its ability to correct for
measurement error by allowing the researcher to specify the estimated error between the
survey data (manifest variables) and the theoretical constructs (latent variables) designed
to measure (Nyhan 2000).

Specifically, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was employed to evaluate the quality
of the measurement model and should be conducted prior to testing the structural model.
Based on the modified measurement model, structural equation modeling was applied
to validate the hypothesized relationships of the structural model, where parameters
were estimated by the most widely used fitting technique, i.e., maximum likelihood (ML),
under the assumption that data are missing at random (Kim and Lee 2012). To test the
hypothesis about trust as a mediator, we used the bootstrap for testing indirect effects. SEM
is considered to be more rigorous than typical stepwise regression as all mediation paths
are measured and estimated simultaneously rather than being restricted to an additive
model (Garson 2013). To test the moderating effect of risk perception, moderated multiple
regressions were performed, taking perceived quality as the dependent variable (Aiken
and West 1991). Before generating the interaction terms, we mean-centered the variables.
Data analyses were performed using SPSS 22.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) and Mplus
7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, Los Angeles, CA, USA).

The generally recommended and used practical fit indices to appraise the fit of the
entire model are χ2/df (chi-square goodness of fit index), CFI (comparative fit index),
TLI (Tucker Lewis index), RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation), and SRMR
(standardized root mean square residual). The traditional criterion for the value of χ2/df is
smaller than 3. CFI and TLI values equal to or greater than 0.90 are considered acceptable
(Hu and Bentler 1995). From Browne and Robert (1993), a value of RMSEA between 0.05
and 0.08 can be considered to represent an adequate fit. As a rule of thumb, the SRMR
should be lower than 0.05 (Hu and Bentler 1995).

5. Results
5.1. Reliability and Validity

In this study, there are seven measurement models, one for each latent construct. To
achieve identifiability, we fixed the variance of each factor at 1.0. Appendix B displays
Cronbach’s alpha, survey items, and the factor loadings for each scale. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients are used to measure the internal consistency of these multivariate scales, and
the values for civic autonomy, organizational involvement, government trust, social trust,
risk perception, perceived quality, and son preference scales were 0.869, 0.823, 0.791, 0.838,
0.815, 0.751, and 0.889, all greater than 0.75 (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994), which indicate
strong reliability for the survey instrument.

To analyze content validity, CFA was performed on all the above items for structural
equation modeling. Each of the factor loadings on their respective latent factor is significant.
Overall measures of model fit such as χ2/df (2.21), CFI (0.936), TLI (0.931), and RMSEA
(0.034) are acceptable, which suggests that the proposed CFA model can serve as a valid
measurement model. Items with factor loadings below 0.45 are deleted. Except for two
items, religious activities and high marriage expenses, all of the coefficients are above-
recommended thresholds. Involvement in religious activities and high marriage expenses
were considered unimportant to the model and were therefore deleted, leaving six items
for organizational involvement and eight items for risk perception for subsequent analysis.

5.2. Testing for Direct Effect

The high alpha values of each scale indicate the validity of using an average of the
items to serve as the measure of civic autonomy (CA), organizational involvement (OI),
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government trust (GT), social trust (ST), perceived quality (PQ), and son preference (SP).
Table 2 records the value of the means and standard deviations of the constructs, as well as
zero-order correlations for all of the variables. All of the correlations are in the expected
directions, indicating initial support for the relationships depicted in Figure 1. Consistent
with expectations, public participation is positively associated with trust and perceived
quality and negatively correlated with son preference. Perceived quality of family planning
services is negatively associated with son preference. Trust is positively associated with
perceived quality.

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations (N = 1032).

Mean SD CA OI GT ST PQ SP

CA 2.03 0.93 1
OI 2.07 0.80 0.391 *** 1
GT 3.86 0.61 0.341 *** 0.273 *** 1
ST 3.83 0.59 0.203 *** 0.160 *** 0.353 *** 1
PQ 3.06 0.55 0.352 *** 0.297 *** 0.427 *** 0.275 *** 1
SP 2.59 0.94 −0.098 ** −0.105 *** −0.072 * −0.059 −0.148 *** 1

Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; two-tailed tests. CA = civic autonomy, OI = organizational involvement,
GT = government trust, ST = social trust, PQ = perceived quality, SP = son preference.

For the structural model, the χ2/df is 3.00 (1098.542/366), the CFI is 0.940, the TLI is
0.933, the RMSEA is 0.044 (90 percent confidence interval: 0.041, 0.047), and the SRMR is
0.035. All the parsimonious fit indexes support the proposed structural model. Considering
the sample size, this entire conceptual model is found to fit the data.

Figure 2 reveals that the hypothesized relationships between public participation,
trust, and governance performance are supported by the results. Both civic autonomy
and organizational involvement are positively related to the perceived quality of family
planning services, which, in turn, significantly decreases son preference. The standardized
coefficients show that the impact of civic autonomy on perceived quality is greater than
that of organizational involvement. Thus, hypotheses H1 and H2 are supported.
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5.3. Testing for Mediation Effect

With regard to the mediating role of trust, Hypotheses H3, H4, and H5 are supported
by the statistical results shown in Figure 2 and Table 3, but Hypothesis H6 is not. Trust
is positively influenced by public participation and is associated with higher perceived
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quality. Government trust mediates the relationship between public participation (both
civic autonomy and organizational involvement) and the perceived quality of family
planning services, while social trust only exerts a mediating effect between civic autonomy
and perceived quality. Going further, the serial mediation effect of civic autonomy and
organizational involvement on son preference through government trust and perceived
quality is significant. Taken as a whole, public participation positively influences trust,
government trust in particular, which in turn positively affects perceived quality and finally
attenuates son preference.

Table 3. Bootstrapping indirect effect of trust.

Indirect Effect Estimate S.E.

Bootstrapping

95% CI p-Value
LLCI ULCI

CA→ GT→ PQ 0.117 0.019 0.079 0.154 0.000
CA→ GT→ PQ→ SP −0.023 0.006 −0.034 −0.012 0.000
OI→ GT→ PQ 0.079 0.018 0.043 0.114 0.000
OI→ GT→ PQ→ SP −0.015 0.005 −0.025 −0.006 0.002
CA→ ST→ PQ 0.020 0.010 0.002 0.039 0.034
CA→ ST→ PQ→ SP −0.004 0.002 −0.008 0.000 0.059
OI→ ST→ PQ 0.013 0.008 −0.003 0.029 0.116
OI→ ST→ PQ→ SP −0.003 0.002 −0.006 0.001 0.145

Note: CA = civic autonomy, OI = organizational involvement, GT = government trust, ST = social trust,
PQ = perceived quality, SP = son preference.

5.4. Testing for Moderation Effect

Two interaction terms, CA*RP and OI*RP, were created to calculate the moderating
effect of risk perception on the relationship between public participation and perceived
quality. The results of the moderated multiple regressions are shown in Tables 4 and 5.
The evidence runs counter to hypothesis H7 and does not support H8, indicating that
risk perception of gender imbalance has a significant positive moderating effect on the
relationship between civic autonomy and perceived quality but has no significant effect on
the relationship between organizational involvement and perceived quality.

Table 4. Regressing perceived quality on civic autonomy and risk perception.

Dependent Variable: Perceived Quality

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Predictors B Beta T B Beta T B Beta T

Constant 3.063 190.500 *** 3.06 191.972 *** 3.07 190.913 ***
CA 0.208 0.352 12.073 *** 0.198 0.335 11.460 *** 0.199 0.336 11.507 ***
RP −0.093 −0.120 −4.118 *** −0.094 −0.122 −4.185 ***

CA*RP 0.055 0.068 2.368 *
F-value 145.758 *** 82.488 *** 57.108 ***

Adjusted
R2 0.123 0.136 0.140

Notes: *** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05. B = the unstandardized beta; Beta = the standardized beta; T = the t test statistic. CA = civic autonomy,
RP = risk perception.
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Table 5. Regressing perceived quality on organizational involvement and risk perception.

Dependent Variable: Perceived Quality

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Predictors B Beta T B Beta T B Beta T

Constant 3.06 186.647 *** 3.06 188.614 *** 3.06 187.805 ***
OI 0.206 0.297 9.975 *** 0.197 0.283 9.585 *** 0.196 0.283 9.551 ***
RP −0.109 −0.141 −4.770 *** −0.110 −0.142 −4.805 ***

OI*RP −0.022 −0.025 −0.848
F-value 99.508 *** 62.183 *** 41.684 ***

Adjusted
R2 0.087 0.106 0.106

Notes: *** p < 0.001. B = the unstandardized beta; Beta = the standardized beta; T = the t test statistic. OI = organizational involvement,
RP = risk perception.

6. Conclusions

Although public participation has been widely recognized as an important factor in
the public administration literature, most research is qualitative, focusing on the benefits of
the participatory process (Neshkova and Guo 2012). There has been virtually no consensus
on how public participation affects governance performance in non-democratic settings.
This study is one of the few empirical attempts to explicitly explore the nexus of public
participation and governance performance, using data collected from Chinese local gov-
ernments. The results indicate that the proposed conceptual model adequately explains
the data. Specifically, the effect of public participation on reducing son preference is largely
generated by the mediating or moderating role of trust and risk perception, i.e., indirectly
by the two variables rather than directly by public participation itself. A more nuanced and
thorough understanding of trust-based participatory governance in authoritarian regimes
has both theoretical contributions and policy implications.

6.1. Theoretical Contributions

We constructed a model based on the widely used participatory governance frame-
work in Western countries that takes into consideration the contextual conditions of public
governance and applied it to data concerning China’s family planning services. The frame-
work assesses the extrinsic benefits of participatory governance in authoritarian countries;
that is, the potential of participatory governance to improve the quality of public service
provision. This study sheds theoretical light on public participation in the governance of
gender imbalance.

Public participation enhances the perceived quality of family planning services, which
in turn decreases son preference, revealing that participating citizens, as consumers of
government services, develop a better understanding of the inherent complexities in public
issues and a greater appreciation of an administrator’s job (Kathlene and Martin 1991). Our
findings are consistent with those of previous studies showing that public participation is
the cornerstone of good governance (Enserink and Koppenjan 2007), and effective public
participation can substantively improve governance performance (King et al. 1998; Yang
and Pandey 2011), especially in areas that straddle the boundaries between public and
private. This study also demonstrates that engaging in civic autonomous organizations
exerts a more pronounced effect on the perceived quality of family planning services than
participating in social organizations, although social organizations are better at bringing
together people with divergent backgrounds (Uslaner and Conley 2003).

Furthermore, this study illuminates the black box of public participation by demon-
strating the mediating role of trust. Consistent with past studies, public participation is
a strong predictor of trust (Shim and Park 2016; Wang and Wan Wart 2007), and trust,
especially government trust, has a salutary effect on governance performance (Ma and
Christensen 2019). The findings demonstrate that public participation can be regarded as a
good mechanism for increasing trust, while trust is an intangible relational asset for effec-
tive governance to lay a solid foundation for the provision of public services. Additionally,
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the present study reveals that public participation indirectly promotes governance perfor-
mance by boosting the level of trust. Public participation attenuates son preference when it
stimulates higher trust that enhances the perceived quality of family planning services.

To the best of our knowledge, no previous study has considered the context-contingent
effect. This study elaborates how context might shape the precise way in which public
participation influences governance performance. Our results show that gender-imbalance
risk at the individual level acts as a moderator in the relationship between public partici-
pation and governance performance. The moderating effect between civic autonomy and
perceived quality is positive, which is opposite to what we expected. Previous research
shows that risk perception is detrimental to public participation and evaluating the quality
of public services (Huang and Zhu 2015; Poetz 2012). However, the present study suggests
that the positive relationship between civic autonomy and perceived quality is stronger
when the risk perception of gender imbalance is strong than when it is weak. Increased risk
perception enhances the value of civic autonomy in public governance, or civic autonomy
leverages more contribution from increased risk perception.

6.2. Policy Implications

While the governance of gender imbalance does not equate to family planning services,
the perceived quality of family planning services and son preference reflect to some extent
the performance of gender imbalance governance at the micro level. Family planning
services are of political salience because the perceived quality has a noticeably large
effective impact on son preference. Our findings highlight useful policy implications.

Public participation can improve governance performance in authoritarian countries.
Policymakers and practitioners should exploit more participative governance and encour-
age the public to get involved in decision making, management, and monitoring. This
involves decentralization of governance processes. In addition, governance should stress
improvement of organization involvement to become proactive and selective. By tran-
scending administrative boundaries and fostering civic spirit, costs can be lowered, and
governance performance can be enhanced.

The role of trust should be of central importance in developing policy aimed at facili-
tating better governance performance in the public sector. This suggests an upward spiral
of “the more public participation—the greater trust—and better governance performance”.
The moderating role of risk perception suggests that public authorities are obliged to alle-
viate the burden of high risks from residents. It is essential to use mass media to publicize
the severe consequences and risks of gender imbalance in China.

7. Limitations and Future Research

There are some potential limitations to our study. First, there is the cross-sectional data
design, making our study mainly a static analysis of the hypothesized relations. Moreover,
we must note that our model and findings apply to only one context, the Chinese, and
its generalizability is open to question. Second, although we avoided the problem of
common method bias using the structural equation model, addition of more objective
measures of governance performance alongside the subjective measures may improve the
reliability of the findings. Finally, there are other potential mediators and moderators in
the relationship between public participation and governance performance, and we did
not compare our model to other alternative models to seek a comprehensive explanation.
In addition, we cannot eliminate reverse causality, which may originate through different
mechanisms. For instance, a previous study about trust, participation, and performance in
public administration found that trust is positively affected by governance performance
(Mizrahi et al. 2009).

Nonetheless, these limitations should not minimize the value of this research. The
impact of public participation on governance performance and how trust influences that
impact in the specific context of China is a very interesting topic. We suggest that fu-
ture studies might use a more representative sample to continue this research. Perhaps
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our model can act as a starting point to investigate whether our findings apply in other
sociopolitical environments and for governance of other public affairs.
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Appendix A

Measurement model:
χ = Λχξ + δ (A1)

y = Λyη + ε (A2)

Structural model:
η = Bη+ Гξ + ζ (A3)

Here χ and y are vectors of indicators, exogenous and endogenous, respectively. Λχ

and Λy are matrices of factor loadings. ξ is a vector of exogenous latent variables (risk
perception), η is a vector of endogenous latent variables (civic autonomy, organizational
involvement, government trust, social trust, perceived quality, and son preference). Error
terms for indicators are δ for χ and ε for y. ζ is a vector of errors or disturbances for en-
dogenous latent variables. B is a parameter matrix for the relations among the endogenous
latent variables, and Г is a parameter matrix for the regressions of the exogenous latent
variables on the endogenous latent variables.

Appendix B

Table A1. Constructs, survey items, and standardized factor loadings.

Constructs Survey Items Factor Loadings

Civic Autonomy(CA)
α = 0.869

In the past 3 years, have you participated in public affairs activities of the village
organized by the Party? 0.878 a

In the past 3 years, have you participated in the management of public affairs, such
as giving advice to your community/village? 0.978

In the past 3 years, have you reported the situation or made policy
recommendations to relevant government departments in various ways? 0.817

Organizational Involvement(OI)
α = 0.823

Fitness/sports activities 0.676 a

Entertainment activities 0.726
Social activities 0.550
Religious activities 0.365
Activities that help to develop/educate children’s abilities 0.657
Activities that help improve individual skills/techniques 0.699
Charitable /compulsory activities 0.755
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Table A1. Cont.

Constructs Survey Items Factor Loadings

Government Trust(GT)
α = 0.791

Trust in the village/community 0.691 a

Trust in governance resources owned by the village/community 0.624
Trust in public services offered by the village/community 0.688
Trust in information released by the village/community 0.558
Trust in the village/community staff 0.706

Social Trust(ST)
α = 0.838

Residents in the village/community can communicate with you 0.688 a

Residents in the village/community think you are trustworthy 0.704
Residents in the village/community would consider your interests 0.590
You can discuss with residents of the village/community when you have a problem 0.726
You think residents of the village/community are trustworthy 0.725
You consider the interests of residents of the village/community 0.666

Risk Perception(RP)
α = 0.815

High marriage expenses 0.341 a

Many unmarried males over 30 years old 0.506
Trafficking in women and children 0.576
Safety issues for left-behind women and children 0.570
Extramarital relationships 0.677
Irregular marriages, such as mercenary marriage and early marriage 0.633
Increasing crime rate due to more unmarried men 0.668
Forced bachelor families face enormous economic pressure 0.543
Forced bachelor families face problems of old-age support 0.567

Perceived Quality(PQ)
α = 0.752

To what extent has the family planning services met your needs? 0.613 a

If a friend were in need of similar help, would you recommend the family planning
department to him or her? 0.717

Have the family planning services you received helped you to deal more effectively
with your problems? 0.816

If you were seek to help again, would you come back to the family planning
department? 0.837

Son Preference(SP)
α = 0.889

Old-age support 0.716 a

Financial support 0.757
Day-to-day care 0.783
Carrying on the family lineage and prestige 0.818
Emotional support 0.832

Note: a For model identification purposes, loading is fixed at 1 for the indicator in the unstandardized solution.
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