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Abstract

The spread of internet infrastructure has created a virtual social system of interactions. It
facilitates communication. It also brings new challenges to state governance. Political stabil-
ity relies on citizen trust in the government. Therefore, political trust is a key issue in public
administration. However, this virtual system of social exchange influences the formation
of trust in government. This study uses social exchange theory. Based on 5547 survey
responses, it employs an ordinal regression model and an instrumental variables approach.
It examines the relationship between internet use, social organization participation, and
government trust. Empirical results show two main findings. First, internet use has a sig-
nificant negative impact on government trust. Second, participation in social organizations
reduces this negative impact. This mitigating effect is more pronounced in central and
western provinces, among rural residents, the Han ethnic group, and women. Therefore,
future internet governance should enhance citizen participation in social organizations. It
should also develop diverse channels for public affairs management. These findings offer
insights for improving state governance in the digital era.

Keywords: government trust; internet use; social organization participation; virtual
systems; real systems

1. Introduction
Political trust constitutes the foundation of modern state governance. This trust plays

a key role in maintaining government legitimacy, promoting effective decision-making, and
implementing public policies, while ensuring the stable and smooth operation of the politi-
cal system [1]. Conceptually, government trust refers to citizens’ belief or confidence that
government operations will produce outcomes consistent with their expectations, reflecting
public recognition and support for governmental governance [2]. Regarding its forma-
tion, government trust develops through interactions between governments and citizens,
originating from citizens’ subjective perceptions of government performance, institutional
capacity, legitimacy, and trustworthiness [3]. Such trust emerges when governments fulfill
their responsibilities and meet citizens’ expectations. Declining government trust increases
administrative costs, reduces the efficiency of policy implementation, and undermines the
government’s image and authority, potentially trapping governments in the “Tacitus Trap”,
in which citizens distrust the government regardless of its performance [4]. This negative
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impact on trust inevitably exacerbates local governance dilemmas, undermines social sta-
bility, and ultimately triggers crises of governmental legitimacy. Therefore, government
trust remains a core issue in public administration research.

The development of internet technology drives public administration reform. This
technological progress adds uncertainty to government efforts to build trust [5]. China’s
internet industry shows rapid growth. The country’s internet infrastructure is develop-
ing quickly. These developments profoundly change citizen lifestyles. These changes
also transform social operational norms. The internet gradually becomes a virtual space
where contemporary citizens exchange information. People spend increasing time online.
Therefore, citizen–government interactions occur within overlapping environments. These
environments blend virtual and real spaces. The China Internet Network Information Cen-
ter released its 55th Statistical Report on 17 January 2025. This report provides an overview
of China’s internet development. China’s internet user population reached 1.108 billion
in December 2024. This figure represents the growth of 104 million users since March
2020. The internet penetration rate rose to 78.6%. The Chinese central government states
a clear position. Cybersecurity and informatization are central to the Party’s long-term
governance. These factors affect national stability and sustainable development. They
influence economic and social progress. They impact people’s wellbeing. Passing the
internet test is essential. Otherwise, the government cannot achieve long-term governance.
This statement demonstrates the Chinese government’s close attention. The government
prioritizes trust construction in network environments. Academic discussions present two
opposing views on the impact of the internet. These views concern government trust. Schol-
ars identify them as “media malaise theory” and “virtuous circle theory” [6,7]. The virtuous
circle theory proposes positive effects. The internet has a positive effect on public trust in
government. Citizens obtain positive government information through virtual interactions.
More exposure to such information stimulates trust development. Reducing information
asymmetry also promotes public trust in government [3]. However, the media malaise
theory holds a different perspective. This theory suggests that negative news receives
selective amplification online. Citizens are increasingly accessing negative information
about the government. This exposure easily generates public doubt. This situation may
cause a crisis of government trust [8]. Developed countries’ experiences provide supporting
evidence. The popularization and deepening of the internet coincide with a decline in
public trust in government. For example, the United States faces serious challenges with
public trust in government. Canada confronts similar government trust issues. Japan
and European countries face trust issues with their governments. The internet plays a
significant role in these trends [9,10]. Internet users show enthusiasm for posting negative
news. These users seek to gain online attention. Negative government information spreads
at exponential speed. Positive news mainly circulates through a few official media. This
selective amplification effect creates tremendous pressure. Governments face challenges in
maintaining trust online.

Social organizations are social groups formed voluntarily by citizens who pursue
common interests. These organizations exhibit characteristics of being non-governmental,
non-profit, relatively independent, and voluntary. The functions of Chinese social organiza-
tions include mobilizing social volunteer resources and providing public welfare services.
Chinese social organizations also organize social communication, expression, and partici-
pation. This serves as a bridge for interaction and facilitates social coordination and public
governance. Furthermore, these organizations actively participate in the formulation and
implementation of relevant public policies. Their participation helps increase the inclusiv-
ity of public policies. Under China’s institutional context of “strong government–weak
social”, social organizations provide citizens with channels to participate in public affairs
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governance. They also promote norms of reciprocity and trust among their members as
substantive entities.

The Chinese central government proposes that social organizations should undertake
suitable public affairs governance tasks. These organizations represent important social
governance actors. They also serve as vehicles for social autonomy. This background makes
social interactions in physical organizations an effective path. Such interactions can mitigate
the negative impacts of the internet on government trust. China’s social organizations have
demonstrated explosive growth since the country’s reform and policy of opening up. The
country has registered nearly 900,000 social organizations by 2025. In social interactions,
social organizations function as crucial real-world platforms for citizen participation in
social governance. By joining social organizations, citizens participate actively in social
governance. Meanwhile, social organizations perform deliberative functions in practice.
These organizations act as communication bridges between governments and citizens. They
reconstruct government–citizen interaction relationships. From the citizens’ perspective,
participation in social organizations enables the exercise of voice and the expression of
opinions. Social organizations transmit citizens’ wills and demands to the government level.
From the government’s perspective, social organizations focus on public policy formulation,
implementation, and performance. These organizations help citizens understand and
comply with public policies. This assistance enhances policy influence. Therefore, social
organizations promote interactions between citizens and governments in public affairs
governance. They build connections between government governance and citizen appeals.
This achieves communication, interaction, and mutual understanding between both parties.
Thus, social organizations act as bonding agents between governments and citizens. They
also function as shock absorbers for social problems. Utilizing social organizations can
provide potential pathways to mitigate the potential negative impacts of the internet on
government trust.

The purpose of this study is to clarify whether an irreconcilable contradiction exists
between internet use and citizens’ trust in government, given the internet’s inevitable and
deepening integration into daily life. Accordingly, this paper poses two specific research
questions. First, does internet use have a significant negative impact on citizens’ trust
in government? Second, can citizens’ participation in social organizations mitigate the
negative impacts of internet use on government trust? It remains unclear how to mitigate
this negative impact in an increasingly pervasive digital environment. Few studies have
investigated the influence of overlapping virtual and real social interactions on government
trust. Moreover, research has not yet focused on the potential for participation in social
organizations (a form of real social interaction) to enhance government trust. Therefore,
this paper provides a detailed discussion of the interactive effects of internet use and
participation in social organizations on government trust. By examining government trust
formed through both virtual online interactions and physical social organization activities,
this research may offer a reference for addressing the decline in government credibility in
the digital environments.

The existing literature has extensively discussed the negative effects of internet use on
government trust. However, fewer studies have focused on how to mitigate these negative
impacts. The marginal contribution of this paper lies in integrating “social organization
participation”—a key factor known to foster social trust—into the theoretical framework.
This study empirically tests its critical role in the relationship between internet use and
government trust. The findings of this study propose that the social interactions arising
from participation in social organizations during public affairs governance play a significant
role in enhancing government trust. This study provides new empirical evidence and policy
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insights for strengthening political stability within China’s institutional context of a strong
government and a developing civil society.

2. Literature Review
This study focuses on the relationships among internet use, participation in social

organizations, and government trust. Following the three key elements of the research
questions, the literature review is structured along a logical thread: (1) The review first
summarizes existing research on the factors influencing government trust. The purpose is
to clarify how government trust is generated. (2) Based on the core independent variable
“internet use” in the research questions, the review synthesizes the known impacts of
internet use on government trust. (3) Regarding the other variable, “social organization
participation”, the review summarizes the potential effects that participation in social
organizations may have on government trust.

2.1. Research on the Factors Influencing Government Trust

Existing research on factors influencing government trust primarily falls into two
categories: rational choice and social-cultural environment. First, based on the rational eco-
nomic actor assumption, citizens’ trust in government depends on their rational evaluation
of government performance and governance quality [11,12]. On the one hand, regarding
performance outcomes, citizens’ trust is contingent upon government performance in
governance [13,14]. Performance that enhances citizen welfare—such as economic growth,
improved public services, and public safety—can increase public trust in government.
Conversely, trust declines when government performance fails to meet public expecta-
tions [15]. On the other hand, in the governance process, trustworthy characteristics of
government officials also affect trust levels. These traits include administrative competence,
work ethic, and personal integrity [16]. Such attributes can positively influence citizens’
trust in the government.

Second, the social-cultural environment is a significant factor influencing government
trust. This environment includes traditional culture, social capital, values, and group norms.
Trust in government often stems from a group’s traditional cultural norms. This trust is
transmitted through national culture. Simultaneously, social capital can also foster citizens’
trust in the public sector. Social capital achieves this by promoting cooperation among
people and improving government operations and management [17,18]. Furthermore,
socio-economic development leads to changes in people’s values and group norms. These
changes can alter citizens’ political awareness and behavior. Consequently, they impact the
level of trust in government.

2.2. Research on the Impact of Internet Use on Government Trust

Existing research on the relationship between internet use and government trust often
begins at the micro-individual level. This research analyzes how internet use influences
individuals’ subjective perceptions. It specifically examines the impacts on happiness
perception and fairness perception, and how these perceptions subsequently affect trust
in government.

First, the internet has reshaped how citizens interact socially. This change affects
individual happiness, which in turn influences trust in government. On the one hand,
internet use can increase citizen interaction and communication. This can promote the
accumulation of social capital and enhance subjective wellbeing. Consequently, it may
lead to greater trust in government [19]. On the other hand, virtual online interaction
replaces face-to-face, real-world interaction. This reduction in physical social contact can
weaken real social bonds. This weakening may result in a decline in citizens’ trust in
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government [20,21]. Simultaneously, the social interactions fostered by internet use vary
across different groups. Individuals with lower levels of education may experience digital
exclusion. This differential access can lead to varied impacts on government trust among
different population segments [22].

Second, the internet broadens the scope for social comparison. Internet use influences
government trust through perceptions of fairness. Only when public policies effectively
address fairness concerns, such as income inequality, can the perception of a fair system
enhance trust in government [23]. However, information circulating online about unequal
educational resource distribution, wealth gaps, and urban–rural disparities can alter citi-
zens’ perceptions of social fairness. This information often negatively affects citizens’ trust
in government [24,25].

2.3. Research on the Impact of Social Organization Participation on Trust

Social organizations play a central role in building social trust. Their members extend
trust as a habitual form into other domains. This practice not only increases overall societal
trust but also influences cohesion and trust levels within the broader social system, includ-
ing trust in government [26,27]. Social organizations are typically established to pursue
specific goals. They provide a stable environment for social interaction. Members engage
in long-term interactions based on shared values. These organizations bring together
individuals of different ages, ethnicities, educational backgrounds, and political views.
Participation in collective actions oriented towards common values fosters the formation of
social trust [28]. Consequently, members of social organizations perceive society as more
united and trustworthy. They exhibit higher levels of trust [29]. Furthermore, participating
in different types of social organizations has varying effects on promoting trust. Organiza-
tions that facilitate political socialization, such as trade unions and political parties, have a
more substantial effect on enhancing trust. In contrast, recreational social organizations
have a relatively weaker effect [30]. Moreover, existing research recognizes that partic-
ipation in social organizations is a significant factor in enhancing citizens’ government
trust [31].

Overall, existing research has provided an in-depth analysis of the factors influencing
government trust and the mechanisms of trust formation. This offers a valuable theoretical
foundation for studying how to promote government trust within the complex systems of
the internet era. However, current studies can be extended in the following two aspects.
On the one hand, existing research has paid limited attention to the impact of participation
in social organizations on government trust. Studies have noted that such participation
can enhance social trust and extend members’ trust to other societal systems. Therefore,
participation can influence government trust, both through the extension of social trust and
through direct interactions between these organizations and the government. However, the
relationship between social organizations and government trust remains underexplored.
On the other hand, while existing literature has discussed the potential negative impact of
internet use on government trust, there is a lack of research on how to mitigate this effect.
In particular, no study has examined the role of real-world, face-to-face social interaction
conducted through social organizations. Specifically, research has not addressed whether
such participation can counteract the negative impact of virtual online interaction on
government trust. Therefore, this paper aims to examine the relationships among internet
use, social organization participation, and government trust within a complex system
blending virtual and real-world interactions. This research seeks to extend and supplement
existing findings.
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3. Theoretical Analysis and Research Hypotheses
Social exchange theory is widely applied in political and sociological research. Schol-

ars frequently employ this framework to examine government–citizen interactions. The
theory also analyzes relationships between governments and social groups. For instance,
governments deliver public services to citizens. Citizens reciprocate this provision with
political trust. They may also offer governmental support. Academic circles have conducted
extensive research on this theory. These efforts establish comprehensive theoretical frame-
works. The frameworks explain social interactions across complex scenarios. Modern social
exchange theory characterizes social interaction as exchange relationships. These exchanges
involve not only material benefits. They also include psychological rewards. Such rewards
encompass social support and political trust. Social exchange processes help participating
parties build trust. These processes establish profound social connections [32–34]. Social
exchange theory maintains flexible variables. Researchers can adjust these variables ac-
cording to specific contexts. Investigation purposes also guide variable selection. Research
questions determine theoretical extensions. Internet development generates increasing
online interactions. These interactions give rise to numerous social exchange activities.
Virtual environments host these exchange processes. This research focuses on the effects of
internet use and examines the impacts of participation in social organizations. Both factors
influence government trust levels. The study investigates trust-maintenance mechanisms
that operate through the intertwining of virtual and real interactions.

3.1. Internet Use and Government Trust

The open, decentralized nature of the internet poses challenges to political stabil-
ity [35,36]. The internet increases the convenience of accessing political information. It
also changes how citizens communicate with the government [37,38]. First, internet use
amplifies perceptions of government performance, negatively affecting trust. Government
trust is linked to government performance. Improvements in citizens’ living standards from
policy implementation determine their level of trust [39]. The internet provides extensive
information for questioning and evaluating public policies. Citizens can better understand
deficiencies in government performance. They may also raise further criticism of the gov-
ernment’s capabilities. These actions can weaken trust in the government [40]. Furthermore,
prolonged economic growth raises public expectations for performance. Even without a
real decline in performance, slower growth can negatively affect citizens’ evaluations. This
reduction negatively impacts government trust [41].

Second, internet use exposes citizens to a contentious and negative online informa-
tion environment. This exposure negatively affects trust in government. The difficulty
of regulating online information presents a significant obstacle. From the perspective of
information disseminators, online media exhibit trends such as massive volume, decen-
tralization, information autonomy, and low professionalism [42]. These trends create the
dilemma of “information cocoons”. This situation increases the difficulty for public author-
ities in effectively monitoring online information. Consequently, it reduces the authenticity
and reliability of political information on the internet. From the perspective of information
recipients, citizens tend to pay more attention to negative government information. Thereby
leading to widespread, unverified, and clearly negative opinions in online spaces [43]. Ex-
tensive exposure to false or negative information about the government fosters critical
scrutiny among citizens. This scrutiny lowers trust in government [44]. Furthermore, the
public dissemination of sensitive topics online, such as government corruption, amplifies
exposure to corruption reports. This amplification significantly heightens citizens’ per-
ception of government corruption [45]. Such heightened perception may trigger public
questioning of the government [46].
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Third, internet use triggers social comparison, which affects citizens’ perception of
fairness. This perception negatively impacts trust in government. Social problems such
as rising housing prices, widening wealth gaps, and unequal public service provision
are widely discussed online. The dissemination of such information may shift citizens’
mindset towards negativity. A heightened sense of unfairness can threaten their trust in the
government [47]. Therefore, internet use has a negative effect on government trust [48,49].
Based on this analysis, the following research hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Internet use exerts a significant negative effect on citizens’ government trust.

3.2. Social Organization Participation and Government Trust

According to social exchange theory, trust requires continuous interaction to develop.
Increasing relational connections through interaction is a key factor in building citizens’
trust in government [50]. From the perspective of social interaction in trust generation,
citizens’ participation in social organizations plays a crucial role in mitigating the negative
impact of internet use on government trust. This mitigating effect manifests in three
specific aspects.

First, participation in social organizations enhances government trust by improving
the process of public policy formulation and implementation. This participation increases
citizens’ perception of policy performance and their satisfaction with it. Social organi-
zations provide channels for citizens to engage in public affairs governance. Through
these organizations, citizens, social groups, and the government achieve communication
during collaborative governance. This positive interaction helps refine policymaking and
execution. It aligns public policies with public expectations. Consequently, it improves
citizens’ positive perception of government policy performance. This improvement then
raises their trust in the government [51]. Furthermore, when citizens genuinely engage in
addressing social issues through these organizations, they gain a clearer understanding of
the complexities of public governance. This effective participation allows citizens to align
their performance expectations more closely with reality. It also increases the perceived
credibility of government performance. These outcomes ultimately foster greater trust in
government [52].

Second, social organizations employ face-to-face interaction. This form of interaction
breaks the “information cocoons” prevalent in online virtual spaces. Consequently, it
weakens the negative impact of false and negative online information on government
trust. Social organizations connect individuals of different ages, ethnicities, educational
backgrounds, and political views. Members of these organizations have varied preferences
for the online information they consume. Therefore, the information pool within a social
organization is more diverse and richer. Furthermore, guided by the organization’s norms,
information exchange among members during real-world social interactions helps dispel
online rumors. This process reduces the negative influence of conflictual and negative
online information on government trust [28,53].

Third, participation in social organizations may enhance trust in government by reduc-
ing citizens’ sense of unfairness and increasing social capital. On the one hand, participation
provides members with opportunities for interaction based on shared values. Decision-
making within these organizations often occurs through mutual respect, assistance, and
egalitarian interaction among members [29,54]. The firsthand experience of fairness within
these social interactions contrasts with the perceived macro-level social inequalities often
encountered online. This contrast can partially offset feelings of unfairness. It thereby
weakens the negative impact on government trust stemming from perceptions of unfairness
fostered by internet use [26]. On the other hand, social organizations serve as carriers of
social capital. They can foster trust and reciprocity among their members. The interpersonal

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14010021

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14010021


Systems 2026, 14, 21 8 of 22

trust generated within an organization can diffuse outward. It extends to other domains of
the social system. This extension influences cohesion and trust levels within the broader
social context. Ultimately, it contributes to increased trust in government [28,39]. Therefore,
this study proposes research hypothesis 2:

H2: Social organization participation can mitigate the negative impact of internet use on
government trust.

4. Methodology
4.1. Data Sources

The data for this study are sourced from the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS),
conducted by Renmin University of China. The CGSS is a large-scale, continuous national
sampling survey project. Its purpose is to systematically and comprehensively collect
information on Chinese behavioral patterns, thinking modes, lifestyles, and social change.
This data collection occurs within the context of China’s rapid social transformation. The
survey provides detailed and reliable data for academic and policy research. The project
aims to promote the development of international comparative studies through scientific,
standardized, and internationally aligned survey methods. It also seeks to summarize
long-term trends in social change. Furthermore, it strives to enhance the openness and
sharing of research within the Chinese social sciences.

The CGSS has established a comprehensive standardized system. This system en-
compasses sampling design, interviewer training, field execution, and data processing.
It ensures standardized survey data. The survey employs a stratified sampling method
and is conducted biennially as a cross-sectional study. The most recent publicly released
dataset from the project team dates back to 2023. The 2023 CGSS covered 30 provinces,
autonomous regions, and municipalities across China. This included 85 cities, 141 coun-
ties, and 560 villages/urban communities. The survey team organized 497 professional
interviewers to conduct the fieldwork. After six months of research, a total of 11,326 valid
questionnaires were obtained. The sample exhibits a broad geographical distribution. The
questionnaire covers a wide range of topics at the individual and household levels. These
include demographic attributes, housing, health, migration, lifestyle, social attitudes, class
identity, political participation and attitudes, individual cognitive ability, the labor mar-
ket, and social security. The data encompasses variables related to education, economics,
behavior, and attitudes. It provides comprehensive data support for academic research.

Based on the research questions of this study: Does internet use have a significant
negative impact on citizens’ trust in government, and can social organization participation
mitigate this negative impact? We selected the analytical sample from all respondents
according to the following criteria to ensure the variables align with our research hypothe-
ses: (1) Respondents needed to have answered questions from the “Political Participation
Behavior and Attitudes” module, which includes the government trust variable. Out of the
11,326 questionnaires collected in 2023, a total of 5583 respondents completed this module.
The reduction in sample size is primarily due to some respondents not answering the
required module. (2) Respondents needed to have answered questions related to “internet
use” within the lifestyle module of the questionnaire.

Consequently, the final analytical sample for this study consists of 5547 respondents
from 16 provinces, autonomous regions, and municipalities in China. Regarding the key
demographic characteristics of the sample, females constitute 55% and males 44%. In
terms of age distribution, individuals aged 18–44 make up 26%, those aged 45–60 make
up 35%, and those aged 60+ make up 39%. The sample covers a broad age range. The
proportion of respondents with a college diploma or higher education is 18%, which is
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close to the 2023 national figure of 19.2%. Overall, the research sample demonstrates
good representativeness across key demographic features, including the gender ratio, age
structure, and educational level.

4.2. Variable Selection
4.2.1. Dependent Variable

This study selects “trust in local government (no trust at all–very high trust = 1–4)”
(GT) as the variable for measuring government trust. For the robustness check section”,
trust in central government (no trust at all–very high trust = 1–4)” serves as an alternative
dependent variable.

4.2.2. Independent Variable

This study measures individual internet use with the question: “In the past year,
how often did you use the internet (never–very frequently = 1–5)”(IU). For the robustness
check, we use an alternative variable for the core independent variable. This variable is
“Frequency of internet use in leisure time (Several times a year or less–Daily = 0–3)”. We
measure individual participation in social organizations with the question: “Have you
participated in social welfare organizations or consumer rights organizations (Yes = 1 and
No = 0)”(SOP).

4.2.3. Control Variable

This study includes control variables to ensure robust findings. Following existing
research [55,56], we account for factors that may influence government trust. The controls
include individual demographic characteristics. These are gender, age, education level,
family size, labor income, household registration type, and life satisfaction. Furthermore,
ethnicity, religious belief, fairness perception, and social capital also affect individual
government trust. Therefore, these socio-economic attributes are also included as control
variables. The model additionally incorporates province dummy variables. These variables
control for potential regional differences in estimation results. Table 1 presents the specific
conditions of all selected variables. The table also presents descriptive statistics.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables.

Variables Description Mean SD Min Max

Dependent variable (N = 5547)
GT trust in local government (no trust at all–very high trust = 1–4) 2.910 0.760 1 4

Core independent variable

IU In the past year, how often did you use the internet (never–very
frequently = 1–5) 3.562 1.535 1 5

SOP Have you participated in social welfare organizations or consumer rights
organizations (Yes = 1 and No = 0) 0.131 0.337 0 1

Control variable
Family size How many people are in your family 3.257 1.891 1 18

Gender Gender of interviewee (Male = 1; Female = 0) 0.449 0.497 0 1
Age Age of interviewee 54.546 16.334 18 94

Ethnicity Are you of Han ethnic (yes = 1; no = 0) 0.907 0.291 0 1
Religious beliefs Do you have religious beliefs (yes = 1; no = 0) 0.080 0.272 0 1

Education Educational attainment (illiterate–postgraduate or above = 1–13) 5.055 3.100 1 13
Economic Labor income last year (in millions) 0.520 2.154 0 10

Household registration Household registration status (rural = 1; non-rural = 0) 0.605 0.489 0 1
Residence Area of daily residence (rural = 1; urban = 0) 0.580 0.494 0 1

Fairness perception In our society, children of workers and farmers have the same opportunities to
become wealthy and attain status as others (yes = 1; no = 0). 0.760 0.427 0 1

Life evaluation Perceived life status relative to the average person (better = 1, worse = 3) 2.209 0.365 1 3
Social capital Trust in strangers (very trusting–not very trusting = 1–4) 3.343 0.656 1 4

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14010021

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14010021


Systems 2026, 14, 21 10 of 22

4.3. Methods

Based on our hypotheses, the empirical section tests the relationships between internet
use (IU), social organization participation (SOP), and government trust (GT). For the model
specification, we use three equations. Equation (1) describes the relationship between
internet use (IU) and government trust (GT). Equation (2) describes the relationship between
social organization participation (SOP) and government trust (GT). Equation (3) includes
an interaction term (JH) between internet use (IU) and participation in social organizations
(SOP). It tests their combined effect on government trust. In these equations, X represents
control variables that may influence these relationships. The symbols β0, β1, and β2 are
parameters to be estimated. The symbols ε1, ε2, and ε3 are error terms.

GTi = α0 + α1 IUi + α2Xi + ε1 (1)

GTi = β0 + β1SOPi + β2Xi + ε2 (2)

GTi = θ0 + θ1 JHi + θ2 IUi + θ3SOPi + θ4Xi + ε3 (3)

The dependent variable we selected in our research is a discrete, naturally ordered
variable, and its distribution does not meet the OLS model’s assumptions. Therefore, it
must be processed in the ranking model, like Ordered Probit Regression.

5. Results
5.1. Baseline Regression Results

Given the potential strong correlation between social organization participation and
internet use, this study conducts a multicollinearity test before performing regression
analysis. The test examines the regression equation containing government trust, internet
use, social organization participation, and relevant control variables. The results show
that all models have a mean Variance Inflation Factor below 10. Table 2 presents these
results. This finding indicates that social organization participation, internet use, and
other explanatory variables do not exhibit significant multicollinearity. Therefore, variable
correlations will not affect the subsequent empirical results.

Table 2. Multicollinearity test.

Variables VIF 1/VIF

Education 1.86 0.539
Age 1.79 0.560

Household registration 1.69 0.591
Residence 1.58 0.633

IU 1.49 0.670
Family size 1.08 0.928

SOP 1.07 0.936
Social capital 1.05 0.951

Life evaluation 1.05 0.953
Ethnicity 1.05 0.957

Fairness perception 1.04 0.962
Gender 1.04 0.963

Religious beliefs 1.03 0.971
Economic 1.00 0.998
Mean VIF 1.27

This study uses Stata 17.0 to examine whether participation in social organizations
reduces the negative impact of internet use on government trust. The dependent variable
measures government trust as a discrete variable ranging from 1 to 4. The baseline regres-
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sion applies an Ordered Probit model. The model includes an interaction term between
social organization participation and internet use. This term tests the proposed hypothesis.
Table 3 presents the empirical results. Models 1–3 gradually introduce control variables
and province dummy variables. Internet use shows a negative and statistically signifi-
cant coefficient. This result indicates that internet use negatively affects government trust.
Therefore, Hypothesis H1 receives support. Models 4–6 incorporate control variables and
province dummy variables. Social organization participation demonstrates a significantly
positive effect on government trust. This finding means social organization participation
helps strengthen government trust. Models 7–9 sequentially add control variables and
province dummy variables. The results demonstrate how the interaction between social
organization participation and internet use affects government trust. Internet use maintains
a negative coefficient with statistical significance. This pattern confirms the significant
negative impact of internet use on government trust. Meanwhile, the interaction term
between social organization participation and internet use shows a positive coefficient.
This coefficient achieves statistical significance. This finding indicates that participation
in social organizations reduces the negative impact of internet use on government trust.
Thus, Hypothesis H2 obtains confirmation. The results with complete control variables are
shown in Appendix A.

Table 3. Results of Oprobit and IV-Oprobit regression.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit IV-
Oprobit

IU −0.054 *** −0.019 −0.022 * −0.061 *** −0.028 ** −0.031 ** −0.097 ***
(0.010) (0.012) (0.012) (0.010) (0.012) (0.012) (0.035)

SOP 0.030 0.128 *** 0.135 *** −0.179 −0.173 −0.170 −0.143
(0.044) (0.045) (0.047) (0.147) (0.148) (0.149) (0.149)

JH 0.060 * 0.076 ** 0.077 ** 0.070 **
(0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035)

Control
variable Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled Controlled

Province Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled
Observations 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: (1) Robust t statistics in parentheses; (2) * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5.2. Endogeneity Issue Test

Endogeneity issues, such as omitted variables and reverse causality, may lead to in-
consistent and biased estimates in Ordered Probit regressions. Two specific problems exist.
First, the baseline regression might omit controls for other factors affecting government
trust. Cultural traditions represent one such factor. Second, a reverse causal relationship
may exist between internet use and government trust. Specifically, citizens’ trust in the
government influences their selective browsing of government information online. Lower
government trust makes citizens more inclined to search for information online that con-
firms their suspicions about the government. These citizens use the internet more frequently
to access negative information. This increased exposure further strengthens their distrust
in the government, creating a vicious cycle [57]. This study uses the instrumental variable
approach to address endogeneity. The method controls for endogeneity bias in empirical
results. Wooldridge (2015) states that the introduction of instrumental variables can control
for endogeneity in estimates [58]. An effective instrumental variable must satisfy three
necessary conditions. First, the correlation criterion requires that the instrumental variable
causally affects the independent variable. Second, the independence criterion means that
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there is no confounding between the instrumental variable and the dependent variable.
Third, the exclusion criterion dictates that the instrumental variable affects the outcome
only through the independent variable. The instrumental variable cannot directly influence
the dependent variable. Therefore, this study introduces an IV-Oprobit regression based on
the Ordered Probit framework. This approach eliminates the endogeneity bias caused by
explanatory variables.

The analysis selects two instrumental variables to address potential endogeneity
in the baseline regression. The first variable measures the respondent’s distance from
the urban center. The second variable represents the county-level average frequency of
internet use. The selection follows three justifications. First, distance from the urban
center is a geographical variable. This variable remains objective and constant. It is
unaffected by natural conditions or social factors. Areas closer to urban centers typically
have better infrastructure. Individuals in these areas can access superior internet facilities.
Second, county-level internet usage represents an aggregate measure. Peer effects influence
individual behavior. Individuals in high-usage environments show a higher probability and
frequency of internet use. Therefore, these instrumental variables correlate with internet use.
Third, survey results demonstrate observable variation in government trust across different
regions. Both high and low trust levels appear in areas near urban centers. The same
pattern occurs in remote areas. High and low trust also exist in countries with different
internet usage levels. Therefore, the instrumental variables “respondent’s distance from the
urban center” and “county-level average internet use” do not directly affect an individual
citizen’s trust in government. These variables influence an individual citizen’s trust in
government indirectly by affecting their personal internet use. The distance variable
“respondent’s distance from the urban center” may influence regional inequality. This
influence could indirectly affect government trust. Following the approaches of Gabriel
(2022) and Su et al. (2024) [59,60], this study controls for two categories of control variables:
regional effects and fairness perception (see Table 1). In the econometric models, province
dummy variables are introduced. These variables control for potential regional differences
at the provincial level. Furthermore, individual-level control variables are included. These
controls encompass income, education, and fairness perception. They capture potential
socio-economic inequalities that sample individuals may face. Consequently, the chosen
instrumental variables in this study are more likely to satisfy the exclusion restriction.

To test the validity of the instrumental variable, this paper uses the 2SLS first-stage
regression to assess the correlation between the instrumental variables and the core inde-
pendent variables. The statistical value of the F-test is 64.38, which satisfies the empirical
rule that the statistical value of the first-stage F-test should exceed 10 [58]. This result indi-
cates that the instrumental variables are well correlated with the core independent variables
and that there is no weak-instrument problem. To further verify whether the instrumental
variable is uncorrelated with the stochastic disturbance term, the overidentification test for
all instrumental variables produces a Sargan statistic p-value greater than 0.1. This result
indicates that the test fails to reject the null hypothesis of exogeneity of the instruments.
Therefore, the instrumental variables are unrelated to other unobserved factors.

Model 10 presents the instrumental variable regression results. Internet use shows
a negative coefficient with statistical significance. This finding indicates that internet use
significantly negatively affects government trust. Hypothesis H1 receives confirmation
again. The interaction term between social organization participation and internet use
shows a positive, significant coefficient. This result demonstrates that participation in
social organizations reduces the negative impact of internet use on government trust. Thus,
Hypothesis H2 is again validated.
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5.3. Robustness Test
5.3.1. Robustness Test with Alternative Variables

This study conducts robustness checks to verify the baseline and instrumental variable
results. The analysis employs variable replacement methods to test whether participation
in social organizations reduces the negative impact of internet use on government trust.
Specifically, the study uses “trust in central government officials” as an alternative depen-
dent variable. The study also uses “frequency of internet use during leisure time” as an
alternative independent variable. These replacements re-examine the baseline regression
results. Table 4 presents the results after controlling for regional differences and relevant
control variables. Models 11–12 show the robustness check with the replaced dependent
variable. Internet use shows a negative, statistically significant coefficient. This finding
indicates that internet use significantly reduces trust in government. The verification results
for research Hypothesis H1 demonstrate robustness. The interaction term between social
organization participation and internet use shows a positive and significant coefficient.
This result means social organization participation helps reduce the negative impact of
internet use on government trust. The testing results for Hypothesis H2 also demonstrate
robustness. Models 14–16 present the robustness check with the replaced independent vari-
able. Internet use maintains a negative and statistically significant coefficient. This finding
confirms that internet use significantly reduces trust in government. The interaction term
between social organization participation and internet use remains positive and significant.
This pattern indicates that participation in social organizations reduces the negative impact
of internet use on government trust. Both variable replacement approaches again confirm
the robustness of the baseline regression and instrumental variable results.

Table 4. The results of the robustness test (alternative variables)

Replace Dependent Variable Replace Independent Variable

Variables (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16)

IU −0.071 *** −0.026 ** −0.026 **
(0.010) (0.012) (0.013)

SOP −0.248 * −0.260 * −0.243
(0.150) (0.151) (0.152)

JH 0.076 ** 0.092 ** 0.09106 **
(0.035) (0.036) (0.036)

IU −0.089 *** −0.057 ** −0.064 **
(0.024) (0.025) (0.026)

SOP −0.290 −0.270 −0.282
(0.184) (0.186) (0.187)

JH 0.131 ** 0.149 ** 0.158 **
(0.066) (0.066) (0.066)

Control variable Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled
Province Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled

Observations 5547 5547 5547 4179 4179 4179
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: (1) Robust t statistics in parentheses; (2) * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5.3.2. Robustness Test with Alternative Estimation Methods

This study further employs three different estimation methods to test the robustness
of the baseline regression results. First, a clustering approach is used to address potential
correlations among individuals within the same village or community. Under the assump-
tion that such correlations exist, the results in Model 17 of Table 5 show that internet use
still has a significant negative impact on government trust. The coefficient for the interac-
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tion term between internet use and social organization participation remains positive and
significant at the 5% level. These findings are consistent with the baseline results. Second,
the Oprobit model used in the baseline regression is replaced with an Ologit model, which
has a different error distribution. This tests the sensitivity of the results to assumptions
about the distribution of the error term. The results in Model 18 of Table 5 show that the
core independent variable remains significantly negative at the 1% level. The interaction
term coefficient is also positive and significant. This outcome consistency matches the
baseline findings. Third, the dependent variable is recoded. The original four-category
government trust variable is transformed into a binary variable. Both Probit and Logit
models are then used for estimation. The results from these two regression models (Models
19 and 20 in Table 5) both indicate that internet use continues to have a significant negative
impact on government trust. The coefficient for the interaction term remains positive and
significant at the 1% level. The outcomes from all three alternative estimation methods are
consistent with the baseline regression results. This agreement demonstrates the robustness
of the findings.

Table 5. The results of the robustness test (estimation methods).

(17) (18) (19) (20)

Cluster Ologit Probit Logit

IU −0.031 ** −0.068 *** −0.040 ** −0.068 **
(0.013) (0.022) (0.016) (0.028)

SOP −0.157 −0.255 −0.281 −0.489
(0.149) (0.262) (0.201) (0.352)

JH 0.075 ** 0.124 ** 0.127 *** 0.226 ***
(0.034) (0.062) (0.048) (0.084)

Control variable Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled
Province Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled

Observations 5547 5547 5547 5547
p 0.038 0.039 0.091 0.092

Note: (1) Robust t statistics in parentheses; (2) ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5.4. Heterogeneity Analysis

China shows significant regional differences in government performance. The country
also exhibits substantial gaps in urban–rural development. China contains numerous ethnic
groups. These factors influence political trust levels [55]. This study conducts a hetero-
geneity analysis after demonstrating that participation in social organizations reduces the
negative impact of internet use on government trust. The analysis explores whether this
reducing effect differs across development regions, household registration types, ethnic
groups, and gender groups. Table 6 presents the results of the heterogeneity analysis. The
regional heterogeneity analysis shows eastern provinces have insignificant coefficients
for internet use, social organization participation, and their interaction term. Central
and western provinces show a significantly negative coefficient for internet use. These
provinces also display a significantly positive interaction term coefficient. This pattern
indicates that participation in social organizations reduces the negative impact of internet
use on government trust in central and western provinces. The household registration
heterogeneity analysis shows that rural households have a significantly negative coefficient
for internet use. The interaction term between social organization participation and internet
use shows a significantly positive coefficient. This finding indicates that participation in
social organizations reduces the negative impacts of internet use among rural residents.
Urban households show an insignificant coefficient for internet use. However, the interac-
tion term remains significantly positive. The ethnic heterogeneity analysis shows minority
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groups have insignificant coefficients for both internet use and the interaction term. The
Han ethnic group shows a significantly negative coefficient for internet use. The Han
ethnic group also displays a significantly positive interaction term coefficient. This result
confirms that participation in social organizations reduces the negative impacts of internet
use among the Han ethnic group. The gender heterogeneity analysis shows male groups
have insignificant coefficients for both internet use and the interaction term. Female groups
show a significantly negative coefficient for internet use. Female groups also display a
significantly positive interaction term coefficient. This finding indicates that participation
in social organizations reduces the negative impacts of internet use among females.

Table 6. The results of heterogeneity Test.

Regions Household Registration Ethnic Groups Gender Groups

Eastern
Provinces

Central and
Western

Provinces

Rural
Households

Urban
Households

Ethnic
Minority

Han Ethnic
Group Male Female

IU −0.001 −0.036 ** −0.040 * −0.010 −0.056 −0.0223 * −0.010 −0.041 **
(0.021) (0.016) (0.021) (0.016) (0.045) (0.013) (0.017) (0.019)

SOP −0.073 −0.333 −0.401 * −0.164 −0.106 −0.319 * −0.101 −0.437 **
(0.228) (0.208) (0.219) (0.219) (0.441) (0.163) (0.221) (0.212)

JH 0.034 0.126 ** 0.010 ** 0.103 * 0.131 0.101 *** 0.040 0.157 ***
(0.052) (0.050) (0.050) (0.053) (0.111) (0.038) (0.051) (0.051)

Control
variable Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled

Province Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled
Observations 2195 3352 2189 3358 518 5029 3059 2488

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: (1) Robust t statistics in parentheses; (2) * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

6. Discussion
Virtual social interaction, facilitated by the internet, is becoming increasingly prevalent.

However, virtual interactions often contain false or negative information. This issue arises
from the difficulty of monitoring online content and the exponential spread of such infor-
mation. Consequently, virtual social interaction triggers a crisis of government trust [41,49].
Therefore, recent research has begun exploring ways to counter the government trust crisis
arising from virtual interaction [61]. For instance, Lim et al. (2024) suggest that new forms
of social governance, like e-government, can help alleviate government trust crises [62].
Overall, most research on this topic focuses on monitoring and improving the online en-
vironment. It aims to bridge information gaps and increase government transparency. In
contrast, social organizations formed around shared real-world goals offer different poten-
tial. Compared to virtual interaction guided by information algorithms, these organizations
provide a promising avenue for reducing government trust crises.

The main goal of this study is to examine the impact of internet use and participation
in social organizations on government trust. We use social exchange theory to analyze how
virtual and real-world social interactions affect trust. We used 5547 survey responses from
China in 2023. We empirically tested the effects of internet use, social organization partici-
pation, and their interaction on government trust. We also examined heterogeneity in these
effects. Our key finding is that virtual social interaction online has a significant negative
impact on government trust. This finding aligns with existing studies. These studies note
that the internet amplifies the spread of false, controversial, and emotional information.
Such amplification leads to a decline in citizens’ trust in government [63–65]. However, our
conclusion contradicts studies [48,66]. Those studies argue that state-controlled internet
infrastructure, through censorship and official media, filters information and promotes
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positive state narratives. They claim this can enhance public trust in the government. Fur-
thermore, we find that participation in social organizations can mitigate the negative impact
of internet use on trust. Face-to-face interaction offers higher contact density and reciprocity.
Such interaction better facilitates the formation and enhancement of government trust.

In China’s context of “strong government-weak social”, Chinese social organizations
operate under state oversight. The Chinese government regulates these organizations to
ensure legal compliance and standardize their operations. As an effective means for citizens
to participate in public affairs governance, Chinese social organizations mobilize members
to actively engage in community building, local self-governance, and the formulation and
implementation of public policies. Consequently, Chinese social organizations primarily
perform functions like communication and coordination. These functions facilitate positive
interactions between citizens and the government. This helps mitigate the negative impact
of internet use on public trust in government. In contrast, in Western nations such as the
United States, Canada, and the EU, social organizations are legally defined as non-political
and non-partisan. However, in practice, some Western social organizations exhibit political
leanings. Examples include advocating for “anarchism”, opposing “non-democratic states”,
or promoting “democracy export”. Therefore, the relationship between social organizations
and governments in Western countries is highly complex. It encompasses both cooperative
and adversarial dynamics. This variation in the state–society relationship leads to different
outcomes regarding how organizations mediate citizen–government relations and enhance
government trust. When Western social organizations resemble their Chinese counterparts—
enabling civic participation in policymaking and acting as complementary partners to
the government—their participation can also serve as a practical pathway to enhancing
government trust in the digital age. However, when Western organizations exhibit an
adversarial stance, aiming to check governmental power or channel public discontent into
demands for government accountability, the dynamic changes. Over time, such sustained
confrontation can erode the legitimacy of political institutions. In these cases, the role of
social organization participation in fostering government trust may diminish or even cease.

Further heterogeneity analysis shows the mitigating effect varies across regions and
groups. (1) China has achieved remarkable economic growth and poverty reduction. How-
ever, unbalanced development creates disparities in regional economies and individual liv-
ing standards. This imbalance also leads to decreased citizen trust in government [50,67,68].
For provincial and household registration heterogeneity, the effect is not significant in
eastern provinces and among urban residents. A possible reason is that these groups
generally experience better living conditions. They are more satisfied with the govern-
ment’s economic performance. Therefore, online negative information has less impact
on their trust. In central/western provinces and among rural residents, participation in
social organizations significantly mitigates the negative impact of internet use. A possible
reason is that these less developed areas have greater needs. These needs include income,
education, and infrastructure. Online information highlighting these gaps can foster a
sense of deprivation and government underperformance. Thus, they are more likely to
voice public service demands through social organizations. This participation helps offset
the negative impact on trust from perceived online inequalities. (2) In multi-ethnic na-
tions, ethnicity is a key factor shaping public trust in government. For instance, trust in
the U.S. government exhibits a non-uniform distribution [69]. This variation is strongly
associated with ethnic identity. Differences in perceptions of fairness and security are
the primary reasons for the disparate levels of political trust across ethnic groups. While
democratic theory in the United States advocates for equality, in practice, ethnic minorities
often face unequal treatment. They frequently occupy disadvantaged positions in areas
such as wealth, healthcare, and employment. Consequently, this sense of unfairness leads
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ethnic minorities in the U.S. to be skeptical of the principle of equality. It also results in
lower levels of trust in the U.S. government [70]. However, our heterogeneity tests show a
different pattern in China. Among ethnic minorities in China, the coefficients for internet
use and the interaction term are not significant. The mitigating effect of social organization
participation is only significant within the Han ethnic group. A possible explanation lies
in the link between government trust and perceived political and economic performance.
China has implemented long-term supportive policies for ethnic minorities and their re-
gions. Examples include the “Revitalizing Border Areas and Enriching Residents” program
and paired assistance policies. These efforts continuously improve public services, such
as education and healthcare, in minority areas. Therefore, ethnic minorities may directly
perceive government performance through these specific benefits. This direct perception
might reduce the relative importance of social organization participation for building their
trust. (3) Lissitsa (2021) notes that men generally show higher trust in political systems
than women [39]. Our gender-heterogeneity test also shows that the mitigating effect is
significant only among women. A possible reason is that social organizations provide
women with more opportunities to engage in public affairs governance. This increased
interaction with the government enhances their understanding and trust in it.

The findings of this study, within the Chinese context, confirm that participation in
social organizations can mitigate the negative impact of internet use on government trust.
This contributes to the theoretical discourse in two main dimensions. On one hand, the
study supplements the theoretical understanding of government trust in the internet era.
It demonstrates that trust in the digital environment is not solely determined by digital
technology itself but is significantly influenced by the social interaction context. The results
reveal that the internet’s effect on government trust is embedded within specific social
interactions. Within social organizations, guided by organizational norms and member
oversight, individuals engage in long-term, frequent, and face-to-face interactions in the
real world. These interactions, focused on addressing shared political and economic issues,
ultimately enhance public trust in government. By extending Social Exchange Theory to the
study of government trust, this research provides new evidence for the application of social
interaction theory in blended virtual and physical environments. On the other hand, classic
social capital theory posits that trust generated through social interaction has a spillover
effect, increasing trust within broader social systems. However, it remains unclear whether
this spillover extends to government trust. This study provides empirical evidence from
China that addresses this question. The increase in trust fostered through social interaction
can extend to trust in the government. This finding broadens the applicable boundaries of
social capital theory.

7. Conclusions, Implications and Limitations
This study uses survey data from 5547 respondents in 16 Chinese provinces. It

investigates the relationship between internet use, social organization participation, and
government trust. The empirical findings are as follows. First, internet use has a significant
negative impact on government trust. Second, participation in social organizations can
mitigate the negative impact of internet use on government trust. Third, this mitigating
effect shows heterogeneity across different groups. It is significant in central and western
provinces, among rural residents, within the Han ethnic group, and for female respondents.

The findings of this study offer several policy implications for enhancing government
trust in the complex digital environment. First, the policy should focus on the bridging
function of social organizations. Governments need to establish institutionalized channels
for participation. Social organizations can break cocoons of information through targeted
rumor refutation. These organizations should utilize their community penetration to dis-
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pel false information. Social organizations should also strengthen policy interpretation
functions. This approach helps citizens enhance their understanding and recognition of
public policies through participation. Second, governments should optimize collaborative
relationships with social organizations. Such optimization creates governance synergy.
Institutional design can incorporate different types of social organizations into public affairs
governance. Key areas include education, healthcare, and employment. Governments
should encourage cooperation with social organizations. Such cooperation leverages social
organizations’ governance participation and trust enhancement functions. Third, digital
governance requires improvement. Such improvements enhance citizens’ participation in
digital governance and their capabilities. Governments can establish digital platforms for
citizen participation in governance. These platforms promote direct citizen involvement in
public affairs governance. Such involvement increases citizen understanding and accep-
tance of government work. Digital platforms directly increase interaction between citizens
and governments. Such interaction enables governments to respond more quickly and
effectively to citizens’ needs. This responsiveness subsequently strengthens citizen trust in
government. Fourth, the internet environment needs optimization. Governments should
strengthen online supervision. Such supervision prevents the exponential spread of false
information and negative discourse.

This study also has some limitations. First, this study uses data from a leading Chinese
database. The sample is sufficient and representative. However, the survey data is cross-
sectional from 2023. It cannot capture the dynamic evolution of how participation in social
organizations affects government trust. This study’s measurement of social organization
participation does not distinguish between different motivations, frequencies, or types of
organizations involved. In reality, participation behavior is far more complex and diverse
than our variable captures. Due to data availability constraints, participation is measured
solely based on involvement in two specific types of organizations: social welfare organiza-
tions and consumer rights organizations. This operationalization cannot encompass the
full spectrum of possible social organization types. Furthermore, it cannot fully capture
nuances such as the frequency of participation or the underlying willingness to engage.
Therefore, future research needs to obtain richer data on social organization participation.
This would enable a more systematic investigation into how different dimensions—such
as the type of organization, frequency of participation, and motivation for involvement—
specifically affect the relationship between internet use and government trust. Second, data
and sample limitations prevent a more detailed mechanism analysis. Our research only
answers “if” social organization participation mitigates the negative impact. It does not
explain “why” this happens. The underlying mechanism remains unexamined. Therefore,
future research should use longitudinal panel data. Such data would allow observation of
the long-term interactive relationships between social organization participation, internet
use, and government trust. Such an approach would help analyze the dynamic pathways
for enhancing government trust.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Results of Oprobit and IV-Oprobit regression (with all control variables).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit Oprobit IV-Oprobit

IU −0.054 *** −0.019 −0.022 * −0.061 *** −0.028 ** −0.031 ** −0.097 ***
(0.010) (0.012) (0.012) (0.010) (0.012) (0.012) (0.035)

SOP 0.030 0.128 *** 0.135 *** −0.179 −0.173 −0.170 −0.143
(0.044) (0.045) (0.047) (0.147) (0.148) (0.149) (0.149)

JH 0.060 * 0.076 ** 0.077 ** 0.070 **
(0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035)

Family size 0.009 0.007 0.009 0.007 0.009 0.007 0.006
(0.008) (0.00) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Gender −0.017 −0.018 −0.018 −0.019 −0.017 −0.018 −0.019
(0.030) (0.031) (0.030) (0.031) (0.030) (0.031) (0.031)

Age 0.002 0.002 0.002 ** 0.003 ** 0.001 0.002 −0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Ethnicity −0.074 −0.067 −0.073 −0.065 −0.071 −0.061 −0.047
(0.052) (0.059) (0.052) (0.059) (0.052) (0.059) (0.059)

Religious
beliefs 0.005 0.037 −0.004 0.033 −0.003 0.031 0.030

(0.055) (0.056) (0.055) (0.056) (0.055) (0.056) (0.056)
Education −0.014 ** −0.008 −0.017 *** −0.012 * −0.017 ** −0.011 * −0.007

(0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.007)
Economic −0.011 −0.009 −0.010 −0.009 −0.011 −0.009 −0.010

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007)
Household
registration 0.164 *** 0.141 *** 0.174 *** 0.151 *** 0.168 *** 0.144 *** 0.130 ***

(0.039) (0.040) (0.039) (0.04) (0.039) (0.040) (0.041)
Residence 0.196 *** 0.160 *** 0.204 *** 0.163 *** 0.197 *** 0.157 *** 0.140 ***

(0.038) (0.040) (0.038) (0.040) (0.038) (0.040) (0.040)
Fairness

perception 0.269 *** 0.255 *** 0.268 *** 0.254 *** 0.270 *** 0.255 *** 0.255 ***

(0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.036) (0.035)
Life

evaluation −0.101 ** −0.107 ** −0.089 ** −0.094 ** −0.096 ** −0.103 ** −0.120 ***

(0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.043)
Social
capital −0.192 *** −0.169 *** −0.192 *** −0.168 *** −0.192 *** −0.168 *** −0.166 ***

(0.023) (0.024) (0.023) (0.024) (0.023) (0.024) (0.024)
Province Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Uncontrolled Uncontrolled Controlled Controlled

Observations 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547 5547
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: (1) Robust t statistics in parentheses; (2) * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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