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Factors influencing villagers’ willingness to
participate in grassroots governance: evidence
from the Chinese social survey
Weizhen Zhan 1 & Zhenwu You 1✉

Village self-governance is becoming a crucial measure in advancing social governance

innovation in China. It plays an irreplaceable role in promoting sustainable rural governance,

yet some villagers’ willingness and capacity to participate in grassroots governance need

cultivation and enhancement. To explore the factors influencing villagers’ willingness to

participate in grassroots governance and the conditions under which these factors operate,

this study tests its hypotheses using data from the 2019 Chinese Social Survey, which

includes 7031 responses. The findings reveal that the positive relationship between political

efficacy and villagers’ willingness to participate in grassroots governance is moderated by

satisfaction with government performance. Additionally, the interaction effect between

political efficacy and satisfaction with government performance on villagers’ willingness to

participate in grassroots governance is further moderated by the higher-order effect of

perceived social justice. This indicates that among villagers with a high sense of social justice,

the interaction effect between political efficacy and satisfaction with government perfor-

mance more strongly predicts their willingness to participate in grassroots governance.
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Introduction

Chinese society and its governance model are topics of
interest to many researchers worldwide. Since the 1980s,
the village election system has been implemented in rural

China, increasing farmers’ awareness of democracy and their
ability to participate in politics. Consequently, farmers have
begun to demand more avenues for political participation. This
development is crucial for modern democratic societies, the
protection of citizens’ rights, and the improvement of govern-
mental performance. However, recent research indicates that
participation in village elections is declining (Martinez-Bravo
et al. 2022). This trend is closely linked to the accelerated urba-
nization process in China, where large-scale migration of rural
youth to cities has led to the “hollowing out” of rural areas.
Additionally, some villagers have a limited understanding of the
current mechanisms for expressing their interests and the pro-
cedures involved, due to information barriers and restricted
access to educational resources (Liu and Wang 2022). This not
only undermines their ability to participate in governance but
also affects the overall efficacy of rural governance. Simulta-
neously, the rise of oligarchic politics in certain rural areas has
become an issue that cannot be ignored (Ding 2020). This trend
of power concentration not only deprives ordinary villagers of
opportunities to participate in decision-making processes but also
poses significant challenges to the principles of democracy and
inclusivity in rural governance (Ma et al. 2018).

In this context, identifying factors that affect villagers’ will-
ingness to participate in grassroots governance and finding ways
to effectively enhance this willingness are urgent questions for the
Chinese government in its pursuit of rural democratization.
Studies have noted that subjective and objective variables such as
election procedures (Su et al. 2011), religion (Liang and Xiao
2022), and election corruption (Zhang et al. 2015) are sig-
nificantly associated with villagers’ willingness to participate in
grassroots governance. While the relationship between these
variables and villagers’ political participation has been extensively
tested and confirmed, there is relatively less research on the
influencing mechanisms and boundary conditions of villagers’
willingness to participate in grassroots governance. This paper
focuses on the significant influence of political efficacy on villa-
gers’ participation behavior in grassroots governance. Political
efficacy (PE) reflects individuals’ cognitive understanding of the
structure and functioning of the political system and the political
participation process itself. Additionally, this study incorporates
villagers’ satisfaction with government performance (SGP) and
social justice (SJ) into the model, factors that have not been
adequately addressed in previous research.

Political efficacy, as a motivational factor behind political
action, has become an increasingly important variable in studying
citizens’ political participation. Numerous studies indicate that
villagers with high PE tend to be more active in political parti-
cipation (Li 2003; Grabe and Dutt 2019). However, it has also
been observed that the relationship between PE and political
participation varies across different countries and regions
(Johann et al. 2015). Additionally, some studies have found that
political participation can enhance both individual and collective
PE (Shi et al. 2023). These discrepancies suggest that existing
studies have not clearly established consistent conclusions about
the relationship between PE and political participation, nor the
conditions under which this relationship arises. Therefore, this
paper specifically analyzes the relationship between PE and vil-
lagers’ political participation and its boundary conditions. In
addition to PE, this paper incorporates psychological variables
reflecting individual differences into the validation model, which
will significantly enhance our understanding of the conditions
under which these relationships operate. This study explores

these relationships by examining the moderating effects of villa-
gers’ SGP and perceptions of SJ.

First, the degree of political participation is influenced by a
variety of factors. Individual characteristics such as age, personal
income, and political affiliation (Landry et al. 2010) affect indi-
viduals’ awareness and ability to participate. Moreover, the social
environment and political ecology impact individual participation
motivation and performance. For example, higher SGP leads
villagers to believe that agriculture-related policies protect their
rights and interests (Ye et al. 2022), thereby fostering a stronger
willingness to participate politically and more active behavior in
rural governance activities. Thus, this paper tests the joint effect
of villagers’ sense of PE and SGP on their willingness to partici-
pate in grassroots governance.

Second, in exploring the relationship between PE and villagers’
willingness to participate in grassroots governance, this study
examines the sense of SJ as a higher-order moderating variable.
There is a close relationship between SJ and political participa-
tion. It has been noted that government policies aimed at
ensuring SJ enhance villagers’ motivation to engage in politics
(Hou et al. 2023). Furthermore, the level of perceived SJ correlates
with PE; an individual’s perceived SJ can increase or decrease
their sense of PE (Beaumont 2011; Greenberg 2020). Finally, the
perception of SJ impacts SGP. For example, when governments
treat people with respect and employ fair procedures, it helps
maintain high levels of SGP, fostering a positive attitude towards
social governance (Van de Graaf 2020).

In light of this, there exists both an academic imperative and a
practical urgency to delve into why villagers are willing to engage
in grassroots governance and how to elucidate this willingness
through internal and external factors. This study aims to examine
the impact of PE, SGP, and SJ on villagers’ willingness to parti-
cipate in grassroots governance within the framework of Chinese
society. Additionally, it seeks to unravel the interactive mechan-
isms linking these factors. In contrast to prior research, this article
offers innovation on three fronts. First, it incorporates situational
and structural factors that foster villagers’ involvement in the
governance process, confirming the role of external factors, such
as SGP, in transforming individual perceptions into a willingness
to act. Second, it delves into the influence mechanism of PE on
villagers’ inclination to participate in grassroots governance,
emphasizing internal factors. Third, it adopts a more micro
perspective, exploring the intricate relationship between SJ as an
emotional factor and the willingness to engage in political
participation.

Literature review and research hypothesis
The impact of political efficacy on villagers’ willingness to
participate in grass-roots governance. During the “third wave”
of democratization at the end of the 20th century, discussions on
political development increasingly focused on the issue of
democratization (Yan 2007). Compared to the democratization
processes in Western countries, China’s path is fundamentally
different. China does not use elections and competition as the sole
criteria for measuring a democratic nation but regards the essence
of socialist democracy as the people being the masters of the
country. In this context, the construction of grassroots democracy
in China is particularly prominent, becoming an essential part of
democracy with Chinese characteristics. Tong points out that
grassroots autonomy not only demonstrates the vitality of China’s
democratic politics but also, as an important manifestation of
people’s democratic practice, has successfully created diverse
ways of democratic practice, fully embodying the fundamental
concept of the people being the masters of the country
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(Tong 2010). Villagers’ participation is a form of participation in
the context of villagers’ autonomy, including participation in
political life, economic life, social life and cultural life (Xu 2016).
It is evident that political participation is the core of democratic
politics and a universal principle shared by both China and
Western countries. This paper believes that villagers’ participation
in grass-roots governance refers to the villagers who live in rural
areas and engage in agricultural activities voluntarily participate
in grass-roots governance activities in legal ways, and try to
influence village-level organizations’ decision making on major
issues.

The environment in rural areas is relatively complex, and the
process of villagers’ participation in grass-roots governance are
affected by many factors, such as social capital (Lay 2016), and
internet use (Meesuwan 2016), which are all related to villagers’
willingness to participate in grass-roots governance. Among
them, the sense of PE can well reflect the villagers’ confidence in
their participation in grass-roots governance, and also reflect their
attitude towards whether the current government effectively
responds to their demands (Kaufman 2019). Although the
concept of PE originated in the West, it holds significant
potential for growth and development in the practice of
grassroots democratic politics in China. First, the socialist
democratic system in China began to advance after 1949, but it
only started to take effect after 1978. This indicates that the
development of PE among Chinese villagers has not been an
overnight process but has undergone a gradual and slow
emergence. Second, in the Chinese context, PE reflects the
psychological aspect of the people being the masters of the
country. Essentially, this means the realization of citizens’
democratic rights, including the right to know, the right to
speak, the right to participate, and the right to supervise. PE
embodies villagers’ intentions to influence or potentially change
government decisions. In the process of village autonomy,
grassroots organizations enhance villagers’ awareness and parti-
cipation in grassroots activities through democratic consultations
and one-issue-at-a-time discussions, thereby boosting their sense
of PE. As social psychology theory suggests, attitudes strongly
predict behavior, with specific attitudes leading to corresponding
behaviors (Brügger and Höchli 2019). If PE is the latent attitude
within the populace, then political participation is its manifest
behavioral expression. Based on the discussion of relevant views
and literature analysis, we believe that PE is closely related to
villagers’ willingness to participate in grass-roots governance.

First, the relationship between the sense of PE and the
willingness to participate in grassroots governance is pivotal. PE
represents the belief that individual political action can impact the
political process, serving as a fundamental premise for various
forms of political participation (Kahne and Westheimer 2006).
Research indicates that high levels of political efficacy prompt
villagers to mentally construct and engage with the decision-
making process, thereby enhancing their trust in institutional
fairness. This sense of trust further stimulates their motivation to
participate in decision-making, laying a foundation for active
involvement in grassroots governance and effective policy
implementation (Osborne et al. 2015). This heightened PE spurs
enthusiasm for decision-making activities, propelling contribu-
tions to grassroots governance and bolstering policy implementa-
tion. Empirical studies consistently support this notion,
demonstrating that elevated PE positively correlates with
villagers’ willingness to engage in grassroots governance (Jacobs
et al. 2009).

Second, enhancing villagers’ sense of PE facilitates their
involvement in grassroots governance. Extant research confirms
a positive correlation between the two, with the strength of PE
significantly influencing individual political participation.

Specifically, higher political efficacy is associated with a stronger
willingness to participate, whereas individuals with lower political
efficacy exhibit lower participation motivation (Ardèvol-Abreu
et al. 2020; Van Zomeren et al. 2012; Karp and Banducci 2008).
At the villager level, as political efficacy increases, their sense of
involvement and influence in local governance areas such as the
environment, livelihoods, and social services also enhances. This
leads to a greater recognition of the importance and value of
participating in political activities within the framework of rural
self-governance. Thus, augmenting villagers’ sense of PE not only
safeguards their interests but also amplifies their sway over
grassroots governance decision-making processes.

Accordingly, the following assumptions are proposed in
this paper:

H1: Political efficacy has a significant positive impact on
villagers’ willingness to participate in grass-roots governance.

The moderating role of villagers’ satisfaction with government
performance. Satisfaction with government performance, an
important metric in the field of public administration, has its
theoretical foundation rooted in the concept of customer satis-
faction from business management. In a commercial context,
customer satisfaction describes the psychological fulfillment of
consumers after a transaction, serving as a key measure of con-
sumer experience (Oliver 1980). When this concept is transferred
to public administration, SGP becomes the subjective evaluation
standard of the public regarding the services provided and poli-
cies implemented by the government (Lewis 2007). It encom-
passes not only direct feedback on government actions but also
the overall perception of government efficiency, transparency,
and accountability. Additionally, it acts as a significant external
factor through which villagers gauge the level of governmental
governance. Thus, this study primarily explores the correlation
between villagers’ SGP and their willingness to engage in grass-
roots governance.

Initially, high SGP positively influences grassroots governance
participation, indicating its pivotal role as a precursor to such
involvement (Wang 2008). At the inception of policy formula-
tion, the government must thoroughly consider its capacity to
execute these policies. Successful policy implementation is a key
factor in enhancing public satisfaction. If the government lacks
the necessary execution capabilities, not only will it struggle to
achieve policy objectives, but it may also provoke widespread
dissatisfaction among villagers (Rosenstone et al. 2003). This
shows that individuals tend to engage more in decision-making
processes when satisfied with governmental actions.

Furthermore, existing research underscores the link between
SGP and PE, revealing that heightened SGP fosters greater PE and
subsequent political engagement (He et al. 2022). When content
with governmental services and decisions, villagers exhibit greater
trust in governance and feel empowered to influence decision-
making, thus bolstering grassroots governance and fostering
community development. Conversely, inadequate services and
corrupt leadership dampen villagers’ confidence and enthusiasm,
hindering grassroots participation (Miao 2023). Therefore,
enhancing SGP can catalyze active grassroots involvement, while
low SGP not only diminishes participation but also fosters
distrust in governance, undercutting PE’s positive influence on
grassroots engagement.

Accordingly, the following assumptions are proposed in
this paper:

H2: Villagers’ satisfaction with government performance has a
positive moderating role in the relationship between political
efficacy and villagers’ willingness to participate in grass-roots
governance.
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High-order moderating of social justice. The concept of social
justice (SJ) is deeply rooted in the fundamental principles of
human equality and inalienable rights. Its theoretical foundation
originates from social contract theory in philosophy, is reflected
in constitutional structures, and ultimately translates into specific
practices in public administration (Guy and McCandless 2012).
Currently, the theory of SJ is being widely discussed by
researchers in the fields of management, law, and education
(Tyler 2023). This study focuses on the emotional dimension,
defining SJ as the evaluation formed by rural residents based on
the fairness of opportunities, processes, and distributions in their
daily lives. This evaluation influences their willingness to parti-
cipate in grassroots governance through the extent to which their
emotional needs are met. Thus, this paper examines SJ as a high-
order moderating variable.

First, regarding the correlation between SJ perception and
villagers’ grassroots governance participation, research indicates
that SJ perception not only relates to villagers’ SGP (Ng et al.
2020) but also significantly correlates with their willingness to
engage in grassroots governance. Fostering villagers’ eagerness to
participate in governance at the grassroots level intertwines with
their perception of SJ (Wang and Zhang 2024). In fair
environments, citizens feel valued, enhancing their sense of PE
and encouraging active involvement in grassroots affairs. For
instance, in the assessment of rural low-income households,
villagers express their opinions through transparent, legal, and
equitable procedures. When their voting and expression rights are
respected and fairly treated, villagers not only acknowledge the
fairness and rationality of the allocation process but also
experience self-affirmation and increased self-worth. This not
only enhances SGP but also cultivates increased attention and
support for grassroots governance initiatives in the future.

Second, in examining the relationship between PE and
grassroots governance participation, some studies have observed
the influence of SJ. A heightened sense of SJ amplifies the
constructive role of PE in grassroots governance involvement. As
SJ perception improves, villagers’ propensity to collaborate with
the government increases, fostering more cooperative behaviors
(Wilking 2010). Conversely, feelings of injustice dampen voter
turnout (Birch 2010). This underscores that within rural
governance, if village cadres prioritize personal or select villager
interests, rendering unfair decisions and neglecting the public
good, village-level organizations falter. Such inequitable practices
diminish villagers’ PE and erode their sense of belonging,
fostering disillusionment with the decision-making process and
even self-distrust (Kanitsar 2022). Therefore, enhancing decision-
making transparency, minimizing opaque practices, and fostering
SJ are pivotal for bolstering the quality and efficacy of villagers’
grassroots governance participation, thereby advancing demo-
cratic development (Strandberg et al. 2021).

Furthermore, there exists a strong correlation between SJ
perception and villagers’ SGP. SJ significantly enhances villagers’
SGP, strengthening their willingness to engage in grassroots
governance (Wilking and Zhang 2017). Amidst evolving govern-
ment functions and changing relationships between grassroots
organizations and villagers, optimizing organizational governance
structures and enhancing governance capabilities are paramount.
Grassroots organizations must adapt to these changes, refining
governance models, promoting openness and democratic prac-
tices, and advancing grassroots governance modernization. For
instance, in village affairs publicity, villagers possess the right to
information and oversight. Timely disclosure of pertinent
information enhances villagers’ SJ perception, fostering greater
satisfaction with and trust in village-level organizations, thereby
empowering villagers as true stewards of rural life and fostering
participatory democracy.

Consequently, we posit that the interplay between PE, villagers’
SGP, and their willingness to engage in grassroots governance is
heavily influenced by SJ. Changes in SJ perception significantly
impact PE and villagers’ SGP, thereby altering their propensity for
grassroots governance participation. Villagers with a heightened
sense of SJ tend to view effective policy implementation and
service provision as indicators of responsive governance, feeling
respected and supported by the government, thus fostering
greater enthusiasm for grassroots governance participation.

Therefore, this paper proposes the following research
assumptions:

H3: The interactive effect of political efficacy and villagers’
satisfaction with government performance on the willingness of
grass-roots governance is regulated by the sense of social justice.
That is, villagers’ willingness to participate in grass-roots
governance will be more active when the level of villagers’
satisfaction with government performance and social justice are
both high.

Data source and research design
Data source. This study utilizes data from the 2019 Chinese
Social Survey (CSS), conducted by the Institute of Sociology at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. Initiated in 2005, the CSS is
a nationwide sampling survey project. The CSS 2019 employed a
multi-stage stratified sampling method to ensure the representa-
tiveness and scientific rigor of the survey. Through household
visits, the CSS 2019 covered 31 provinces/autonomous regions/
municipalities (excluding the Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, the Macao Special Administrative Region, and Taiwan
Province), reaching 151 districts/counties and 604 villages/
neighborhood committees, and conducted comprehensive sur-
veys of over 11,000 households. A total of 10,283 samples were
taken for CSS2019. China’s household registration system dif-
ferentiates between rural and urban household registrations,
leading to varied distributions of social resources and living
conditions. This study focuses on holders of rural household
registrations, specifically those registered as agricultural house-
holds, to explore the living conditions of rural residents and the
state of grassroots governance in rural areas. By surveying 7031
individuals with agricultural household registrations, this research
aims to comprehensively understand grassroots governance
mechanisms in rural areas. However, due to the limitations of
secondary data availability, this study does not cover urban dis-
advantaged groups, which restricts the breadth and depth of the
research to some extent. The importance of grassroots govern-
ance in rural areas cannot be overlooked, as it is crucial for
achieving social stability, promoting rural development, and
protecting farmers’ rights. Effective rural governance can facilitate
the rational allocation of resources, improve the quality of life for
rural residents, and lay the foundation for sustainable develop-
ment in rural areas. Therefore, the final valid sample of this study
is 7031.

Variable measurement
Independent variable
Political efficacy: This was measured using three questions from
the CSS2019 questionnaire: “People’s participation in political
activities is useless and cannot fundamentally influence the gov-
ernment,” “People should obey the government, and subordinates
should obey their superiors,” and “The government manages
national affairs, and the public does not need to think too much
about them.” Responses were rated on a scale from “1= Strongly
agree” to “4= Strongly disagree.” Higher scores indicate greater
political efficacy among villagers.
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Dependent variable
Willingness to participate in grassroots governance: This was
measured using two questions from the CSS2019 questionnaire:
(1) “Are you willing to participate in village (neighborhood)
committee elections?” and (2) “Are you willing to participate in
major decision-making discussions in your village or workplace?”
To ensure consistency and comparability of the data, we reverse-
coded the original responses to these two questions, defining “0”
as unwilling to participate and “1” as willing to participate.
Higher scores indicate a greater willingness to participate in
grassroots governance among villagers.

Moderating variables
Satisfaction with government performance: The CSS2019 asked
respondents about their satisfaction with government perfor-
mance in 13 areas, including job security, environmental pro-
tection, maintaining public order, combating corruption, and
economic development. In this study, we recoded the original
responses using a reverse logic scoring system. Specifically, we
reordered the evaluation options based on the degree of satis-
faction, defining “1” as “very poor,” “2” as “not good,” “3” as
“fairly good,” and “4” as “very good.” Higher scores indicate
higher satisfaction with government performance among
villagers.

Social justice: The CSS2019 asked respondents about their per-
ception of fairness in 11 specific social domains, such as the
college entrance examination system, compulsory education,
public healthcare, and elderly care. The response options for the
social justice variables were “very unfair,” “unfair,” “fairly fair,”
and “very fair,” assigned values from 1 to 4, respectively. Higher
scores indicate a stronger sense of social justice among villagers.
Descriptive statistics for the core variables in the model are
presented in Table 1.

Control variables. This paper compares age (M= 50.724,
SD= 14.197, Minimum 22, Maximum 73), gender (0= female,
1=male, 42.3% male), education level (M= 3.10, SD= 1.775),
The political outlook (0= non-CPC members, 1= CPC mem-
bers, accounting for 6.8%) and socio-economic status (M= 2.37,
SD= 1.045) are included in the model as control variables.

Data analysis method. This study uses SPSS 26.0 to process and
analyze the data of this study. First, the reliability and validity of
the data are tested, and the possibility that the common method
deviation might interfere with the research results was excluded;
Second, it carries out correlation regression analysis for core
variables; Finally, model 1 and model 3 in the PROCESS v4.0
plug-in program of SPSS 26.0 are used to test the moderating

effect of villagers’ satisfaction with government performance and
the higher-order moderating effect of social justice.

Hypothesis test results and analysis
Common method deviation test. In order to eliminate the inter-
ference of common method bias effect on the reliability of the
study, this study uses Harman single factor method. The
exploratory factor analysis is carried out when all variables are
not rotated. The results shows that there are more than 1 prin-
cipal component (5 in total) with the characteristic value greater
than 1, and the variance interpretation rate of the first common
factor is 30.987%, less than 40%. It can be seen that there is no
serious common method deviation in this study, and subsequent
hypothesis test analysis can be carried out.

Research hypothesis test. This study examines the moderating
effect of villagers’ SGP on the relationship between PE and will-
ingness to participate in grass-roots governance through model 1
in the PROCESS plug-in program. When we take the average
value of information credibility plus or minus one unit of stan-
dard deviation score for self-sampling (Bootstrap) test, the test
results show (see Table 2) that after controlling gender, age,
education level, political outlook and current socio-economic
status, PE has a significant positive impact on the willingness to
participate in grass-roots governance (β= 0.078, t= 6.427,
p < 0.001), indicating that the higher the respondents’ sense of PE,
the higher their willingness to participate in grass-roots govern-
ance. This is in line with Hypothesis 1. In addition, the interac-
tion between PE and villagers’ SGP is significant (β= 0.070,
t= 5.301, p < 0.001), indicating that villagers’ SGP plays a positive
moderating role in the direct impact of PE on villagers’ will-
ingness to participate in grass-roots governance. Therefore, the
research hypothesis 2 is verified.

Using model 3 in the PROCESS plug-in program, this study
continues to test the higher-order moderating effect of SJ. We
control variables including gender, age, education level, political
status and socio-economic status, and the results show that (see
Table 3) the interaction term between PE and SGP significantly
impacts the willingness to participate in grassroots governance
(β= 0.040, t= 2.422, p < 0.05); the three-level interaction of SJ,
PE and villagers’ SGP have a significant impact on the willingness
to participate in grass-roots governance (β= 0.066, t= 4.423,
p < 0.001). We divide the sense of SJ into high group and low
group (M ± SD) to examine the impact of the interaction of PE
and villagers’ SGP on the willingness to participate in grass-roots
governance. In the group with high sense of SJ, the interaction
between PE and villagers’ SGP has a significant positive impact on
individual willingness to participate in grass-roots governance
(β= 0.083, F= 20.796, p < 0.001); However, in the groups with
low sense of SJ the interaction between PE and villagers’ SGP has
no significant impact (β=−0.004, F= 0.041, p= 0.840). Then
we divide the scores of the two variables into high and low groups
to further investigate the impact of individual PE on their
willingness to participate in grass-roots governance, and use
simple slope test to decompose the high-order moderating effect.
The results show that in the low group of SJ, when it comes to
villagers with low SGP, their sense of PE has a significant positive
impact on the willingness to participate in grass-roots governance
(β= 0.052, SE= 0.020, t= 2.593, p < 0.01); While in terms of
villagers with high SGP, their sense of PE has no effect on the
willingness to participate in grass-roots governance (β= 0.047,
SE= 0.024, t= 1.930, p= 0.54). Among the groups with a high
sense of SJ, the group with a low degree of SGP has no significant
effect on its PE on the willingness to participate in grass-roots
governance (β=−0.017, SE= 0.028, t=−0.593, p= 0.553); The

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of core variables.

Variable name Cronbach’s α M SD

Independent variable
Political efficacy 0.588 2.398 0.826
Dependent variable
Willingness to
participate in
grassroots
governance

0.825 0.674

0.607
Moderator variable
Satisfaction with
government

0.914 3.159 0.671

Social justice 0.795 3.043 0.650
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group with high SGP has a significant positive impact on the
willingness to participate in grass-roots governance (β= 0.098,
SE= 0.013, t= 7.350, p < 0.001).

Conclusion and discussion
Main conclusions of the study. Drawing on data from China,
this paper delves into the intricate relationship between political
efficacy and grassroots governance participation, examining the
moderating influences of villagers’ satisfaction with government
performance and social justice. The study’s findings are sum-
marized and discussed below.

Initially, the study reveals that PE significantly enhances villagers’
willingness to engage in grassroots governance, aligning with prior
research outcomes (Chen 2005). In the context of a post-modernized
nation like China, PE emerges as a pivotal driver of grassroots
democratic practice. Villagers’ subjective perception of their capacity
to influence village committees and cadres proves instrumental in
fostering innovation and efficiency in grassroots governance.
Nurturing PE empowers villagers to acknowledge their rights and
duties as citizens, thereby igniting their enthusiasm and motivation
for political involvement. Importantly, augmenting PE contributes to
the democratization and institutionalization of grassroots governance,
mitigating political apathy and alienation while fostering greater
grassroots governance participation.

Furthermore, the study uncovers the constructive role of SGP
in moderating the relationship between political efficacy and
villagers’ grassroots governance participation. International
evidence suggests that citizens exhibit greater propensity for
orderly political engagement in environments marked by
satisfactory government performance and a conducive political
climate, rather than radical participation (Stockemer 2014;
Goldfinch et al. 2022). Analysis of China-based data in this
study echoes this perspective, underscoring the supportive
function of SGP as a resource held by individual villagers in
bolstering the impact of PE on grassroots governance participa-
tion. Essentially, effective village administration enhances

villagers’ confidence in grassroots organizations, fostering greater
political engagement driven by perceived benefits. Consequently,
government and village-level organizations should continually
enhance their organizational capabilities to ensure villagers’
satisfaction with village committee operations, thereby fostering
greater grassroots governance participation.

Moreover, the study elucidates the moderating role of SJ by
exploring its higher-order impact on the moderating effect of
SGP. While previous research noted the absence of a significant
effect of SGP on the relationship between support resources and
villagers’ participation (Hansen and Ford 2023), this study
diverges in its findings. By leveraging SJ perception as a higher-
order moderating variable, the study confirms the conditional
effect of SGP, revealing that heightened SJ perceptions bolster the
positive moderating influence of SGP. Specifically, conditions
characterized by elevated SJ perceptions are more conducive to
enhancing villagers’ SGP, thereby bolstering their confidence in
the political environment and their own PE, thereby fostering
greater grassroots governance participation.

Research contributions
Theoretical contributions. First, this discovery broadens the model
of PE and grassroots governance participation, addressing incon-
sistencies in previous studies regarding the relationship and role of
PE in political participation. The limited introduction of conditional
variables in prior research hindered a refined understanding of the
PE-political participation dynamic. Building upon previous work
(Moeller et al. 2013; Reichert 2016), this study endeavors to illumi-
nate further avenues for investigation. Moreover, it elucidates the
positive influence of PE on grassroots governance participation,
offering fresh insights into the micro-foundations of democratic
politics in post-modernized nations. This not only enriches the
application of PE theory in non-Western societies but also serves as a
compelling case study for comparative politics.

Second, the study unveils the constructive moderating role of
SGP between PE and grassroots governance participation. This

Table 2 Test of the moderating effect of satisfaction with the government.

Dependent variable Independent variable Fit indices Significant coefficient

R R2 F β SE t-value

Willingness to participate in grassroots governance PE 0.192 0.037 20.380 0.078*** 0.012 6.427
SGP 0.060*** 0.014 4.345
PE × SGP 0.070*** 0.013 5.301

The bootstrap sampling number is set to 5000, and the deviation correction confidence interval is set to 95%.
PE political efficacy, SGP villagers’ satisfaction with government performance.
***p < 0.001.

Table 3 High-order moderating effect test of social justice.

Dependent variable Independent variable Fit indices Significant coefficient

R R2 F β SE t-value

Willingness to participate in grassroots governance PE 0.226 0.051 19.148 0.045*** 0.013 3.464
SGP 0.024 0.016 1.488
PE × SGP 0.040* 0.016 2.422
SJ 0.061*** 0.016 3.740
PE × SJ −0.006 0.018 −0.356
SGP × SJ 0.049** 0.017 2.986
PE × SGP × SJ 0.066*** 0.015 4.423

The bootstrap sampling number is set to 5000, and the deviation correction confidence interval is set to 95%.
PE political efficacy, SGP villagers’ satisfaction with government performance, SJ social justice.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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novel theoretical framework offers a nuanced understanding of
the interplay between government performance and villagers’
participation, enriching comprehension of how political trust and
satisfaction shape political behavior.

Third, the study validates the higher-order moderating role of
SJ perception, proposing a more intricate model of political
participation motivation. Existing research primarily focused on
the direct relationship between SJ perceptions and SGP (Jiang
et al. 2022), neglecting to analyze it as a moderating variable. This
paper innovatively suggests employing SJ perceptions as a higher-
order moderating variable to elucidate the conditions influencing
SGP’s role. Recognizing that the impact on political participation
willingness arises from the combined influence of SGP and SJ,
rather than solely from one factor, is instructive for fostering
villagers’ engagement in grassroots governance.

Practical implications. First, there is a necessity to bolster PE, a
pivotal psychological determinant fostering citizen engagement in the
political sphere. Governments and village committees can facilitate
this by organizing seminars, workshops, and online courses to
enhance villagers’ understanding of the political process and cultivate
their participation skills. Furthermore, establishing and refining
mechanisms for villagers’ involvement, such as public hearings and
feedback channels, can augment their influence and sense of agency
in political affairs. Additionally, ensuring transparency in government
decision-making processes, rationale, and outcomes fosters public
trust and comprehension of governmental operations.

Second, optimizing government performance is imperative.
Governments and village committees should continually refine
service processes and enhance service quality, ensuring the
accessibility and efficacy of public services. Strengthening
communication and engagement with villagers through regular
meetings, household visits, and social media interactions fosters a
responsive governance environment. Moreover, instituting robust
supervision and evaluation mechanisms, including independent
oversight bodies and performance assessments, coupled with
citizen feedback mechanisms, ensures the efficacy and account-
ability of government operations.

Third, fostering SJ is essential. Governments must imple-
ment measures to mitigate social injustices, including
formulating and enacting equitable tax, education, and social
security policies to address socio-economic disparities and
enhance social welfare. Upholding fair enforcement of laws
and policies, ensuring equal treatment before the law
regardless of social status, wealth, or background, bolsters
trust in the political system. Moreover, governments should
promote social participation by supporting civil society
organizations, village groups, and volunteer initiatives,
empowering villagers to engage in social affairs and influence
rural community policy formulation.

Research limitations. First, this study primarily relied on sec-
ondary data, which limited the breadth and depth of variable
selection. To improve the accuracy and reliability of research,
future studies should consider using a combination of primary
and secondary data to achieve triangulation of data. Additionally,
through this approach, a more detailed analysis of variables such
as participation pathways and willingness can be conducted,
thereby enriching and refining the theoretical framework pro-
posed in this study.

Second, this study employed cross-sectional data analysis,
which provided a snapshot of the current phenomenon but
lacked in-depth exploration of causal relationships between
variables. To overcome this limitation, future research should
incorporate time-series data to reveal the dynamic relationships

between variables over time, thereby enhancing the scientific rigor
and objectivity of the research findings.

Data availability
The datasets analyzed during the current study are available in
the Chinese Social Survey repository, http://css.cssn.cn/css_sy/
zlysj/lnsj/202204/t20220401_5401858.html.
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