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Abstract. In analyzing our multi-stage cross section survey data we have discovered 

that the way young people in China – i.e. “80hou” (people born in the 1980s) and 

“90hou” (people born in the 1990s) –have evaluated their government is influenced by 

two paths, namely, “the internet” and “social justice”. In comparison, the internet has 

limited effects on evaluations of the Chinese government where as the effect of social 

justice can be decisive. Having controlled the internet and social justice paths, 

evaluations of the government no longer demonstrate any intergenerational effects. Based 

on this observation our study attempts to provide constructive opinions about social 

policies in China from three angles: 1) adjusting civilians’ expectations of the 

government; 2) transforming old ideas of internet building; and 3) actively creating a 

good sense of social justice. These can hopefully provide some useful reference to the 

Chinese government’s self-growth. 
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1. Introduction 

The number of globalnetizens has increased from 100 million in 2005 to 2.9 billion 

in 2014, reaching a 28-time increase in 9 years (UN International Telecommunication 

Union, 2014). As an important channel for world citizens to express opinions about their 

societies and comment on social issues, the internet has been increasingly assimilated into 

every aspect of our lives. Especially owing to the rapid growth of the mobile internet 

represented by the smart phone client access, and as a public opinion platform external of 

traditional media, the internet has gradually become an indispensable factor that affects 

mainstream opinions, especially when it comes to evaluating a government.  



 Youths are the main force of the internet platform [1]; young people in China often 

treat online information with an open mind while also using ‘self-media’ to consistently 

influence the cyber world – they are a social force that cannot be blithely dismissed. 

Especially for those born in the 80s and 90s (i.e. “80hou” and “90hou”), their evaluations 

of the Chinese government are often negative which has to some degree caused 

intergenerational effects. One would wonder: is it because these young people have some 

particular traits, e.g. a high use rate of the internet and a high demand for social justice, 

which have caused their evaluation of the government to be low? 

 If we perceive the new generation of young people’s low evaluation of the 

government as an intergenerational effect, the paths to realizing this do not only 

encompass the internet itself, i.e. their low opinions about the government are likely 

influenced by the negative information that has flooded the internet in the first place, but 

also their own understanding of social justice, i.e. a high demand for social justice since 

they feel that they did not experience the development opportunities that people born in 

the 70s had enjoyed while still have to face the pressure from, say, ridiculously high 

housing prices. These two paths have caused young people’s evaluation of the 

government to be negative. Then again, it is possible that the “social justice” path is 

influenced by “the internet” path, which further increases the possibility of lowering 

young people’s evaluation of the government. Having considered the above 

circumstances, to simply conclude that the internet alone can cause evaluations of the 

government to be lows one-sided; we need to conduct an in-depth analysis about the 

formation mechanism and causal paths behind such low evaluations. 

2. Literature Review 

 (1) Evaluating the Chinese government 

In the 1990s, evaluating the Chinese government as a new dimension of analyzing 

government behavior entered the sights of Chinese social scientists. Studies revolving 

around how to evaluate the Chinese government had focused on questions regarding the 

meaning, definition, standard, scale, modes and channels of evaluation [2]. Specifically, 

public commentaries by third parties had to some degree become the standard as to 

whether the public should approve of the government’s leadership: it showed how likely 

Chinese people would give trust and support to their government [3]. 



 By the end of the 20th Century, Chinese academia had changed its view on how to 

evaluate the government: social scientists shifted their focus from abstract conceptions of 

government evaluations and the macro issues related to them[4] to issues of the me so-

level, e.g. the meaning and function of Chinese citizens’ political evaluations, the standard 

for evaluating the government, the gains and losses of evaluating the government, and 

how Chinese citizens had participated in the process of government evaluations point out 

those citizens’ reviews of government activities are the precedents for local governments’ 

bottom-up performance evaluations in China; it is an effective complement to the 

traditional top-down evaluation model. Such reviews are significant and worthy of 

research. Zhuang Zi Xi[5]  notes that citizens’ participation is not only a core value 

orientation for assessing government performance but also a key feature in the 

development of any government’s performance evaluation in the contemporary world. 

 In recent years, some Chinese scholars have changed their study orientation from 

merely looking at government performance to making it one important aspect of their 

study, thus moving towards a more multivariate description of government evaluations; 

e.g. discussing the basic ways whereby citizens can evaluate their government: public 

opinion, political participation, and the achievements and effects of people’s evaluation of 

the government [6]. At the same time, researchers have placed an increasing emphasis on 

the relationship between government evaluation, society, and people’s lives. Just like Lu 

ChunTian[7]stated in their study on urban residents’ evaluation of the Chinese 

government’s work on environmental protection: that evaluations of government are 

beneficial to the expression of public opinion as they can help create effective 

communication between government and citizens and further promote social harmony.  

(2) The influence of the internet on evaluating the government 

Since the 21st century, more and more researchers of the internet have placed their 

study focus on investigating the relationship between the internet and politics. Henry 

Farrell  also stated that the relationship between the internet and politics would become 

increasingly important. 

 The evaluation of a government is the reflection of the degree to which people have 

recognized and satisfied with the government’s work; it is a reflection of people’s 

attitudes towards politics as a whole. Political attitudes, as the tendency showing whether 



or not people approve of certain political rights and policies, are an indicator and a key 

link in any political system. Political systems and information have a naturally intimate 

relationship: the way political information travels in any political system has made it the 

veins and nerves of any government. Media as the vehicle of information can exist within 

the veins and nerves of any government, thereupon searing particular “channels “for 

different socio-political mentalities to flourish  and creating unique media influences that 

may change audiences’ attitudes and behavior. 

 Academia has also continued to pay close attention to the influence of media on 

people’s political attitudes. Western scholars were the first to explore the influence of 

media on the ways citizens had developed political trust and evaluated societal affairs. 

Some, by studying radio and TV broadcasting, have demonstrated how some news media 

have by and large brought negative influence on people’s political attitudes: e.g. they way 

radio stations and television channels selectively yet excessively broadcast certain 

negative news have rendered citizens’ political attitudes mostly negative[8]. In opposition, 

some scholars, having studied newspapers, argue that certain media outlets have had a 

positive influence on people’s political attitudes; e.g. the use of newspapers has increased 

people’s trust in politics. Hereafter, some researchers tried to study media with more 

specifics and no longer regard media as an abstract entity; they began to investigate the 

conditions of newspaper reading, television viewing, radio listening and how they happen 

to influence people’s political recognition, trust, and confidence.  

 As the internet becomes more developed and ubiquitous, Chinese scholars have also 

begun to explore new pathways for studying the effects of political communication that 

were influenced by the media. Some scholars have upheld a pessimistic view on the way 

internet has affected political attitudes; they believe that the internet has the ability to 

intensify or radicalize the political attitudes and behaviors of certain social groups. Some 

have held the opposite view; for example, Lu Qi thinks that mobile social networks as a 

new field of mobile internet have had a positive influence on young people’s attitudes 

towards politics in China. 

 It is worth noticing that in recent years more and more researchers have become 

aware of the limitations of media’s influence on politics; at the same time, they have 

started to abandon the perception of media being an abstract entity and the dualism of 



“positive-negative” binary influences that media could lead to. As a result, such scholars 

have begun paying more attention to the specific categorization of media and further 

discuss the different influences different forms of media can have on people’s political 

attitudes. Some researchers argue that the use of internet has limited influence on voting 

positions, the directions of society’s ideological trends, and people’s political 

participation. But some scholars think that different forms of media have different 

influences on people’s political attitudes in that traditional media agents such as radio, 

television, and newspaper have a relatively weak influence on government trust whereas 

the use of new media represented by the internet can have a deep influence on political 

trust. 

(3) Social justice and government evaluations 

As the most active population on the opinion platform of the internet, the new 

generation of Chinese youths, i.e. “80hou” and “90hou”, are the intergenerational group 

mostly influenced by the internet. Here “80hou” and “90hou” do not only indicate the 

historical periods during which they were born, but also the unique characteristics this 

time period has bestowed upon them – namely, “dai” (i.e. an epochal 

character/contemporaneity). Compared to their parental generations, young people born in 

the 80s and 90s were raised in a different socio-economic environment; their life 

experiences, ways of thinking, and lifestyles all differ from those of their parental and 

grand-parental generations. Especially with regard to one’s sense of fairness, “80hou” and 

“90hou” are more likely to feel unfair in a given situation and are more inclined to 

emphasize their individual rights and responsibilities. 

 Because social justice directly relates to the way people subjectively judge, 

evaluate, and form attitudes to society’s way of distributing resources, it has received 

serious attention from scholars who study youths and their related fields. When analyzing 

social justice there are usually two dominant perspectives: some researchers have 

consulted structural determinism which looks at external and objective social structures, 

whereas some have resorted to theory of partial comparison which referentially compares 

the conditions of chosen areas. 

 In the first instance, some argue that young people’s sense of social justice is mostly 

influenced by their families’ economic backgrounds; such scholars sometimes also 



describe income inequality based on the fairness of income distribution. From the second 

perspective, some think that the level of social justice to some degree reflects people’s 

attitudes towards their government; in other words, how well people can support their 

government depends on whether or not the social order they are in can be justified as well 

as how open and orderly their government is. 

 Young people in general have a higher demand for social justice than other age 

groups and are more likely to promote ideas of social justice. Thus, when compared to 

other age groups, young people’s demands for social justice are more difficult to satisfy. 

Considering the intimate relationship between political factors such as social justice and 

people’s attitudes towards their government, and how group events are initiated, Chinese 

academia should still provide more concrete and in-depth studies about how Chinese 

young people’s sense of social justice cans affect their evaluation of the Chinese 

government. 

(4) Research hypothesis 

Based on the above, this article argues that there is still space to improve on past 

studies. Firstly, there has been a lack of empirical and historical studies on how the 

internet could influence Chinese youths’ evaluations of the government: past studies have 

often remained at the level of investigation, most of their content lack the support of 

empirical data that is collected through a long period of time. Secondly, there is a lack of 

studies on the correlations between various influential factors; most scholars have been 

limited to solely studying the traditional elements of government evaluation and only a 

handful of them have mentioned the internet. For those who incorporated internet in their 

studies, they have only regarded internet as an internal path rather than an external factor 

that influences the way government can be evaluated. More importantly, there is currently 

a lack of attention in Chinese academia on questions regarding young people’s evaluation 

of the government. Lastly, existing studies on social justice in China have placed little 

emphasis on the actual importance of social justice and paid insufficient attention to the 

social meanings of government evaluations. Based on the above critiques, this article has 

put forward three hypotheses.  

 Intergenerational groups differ from each other in terms of the way they use 

internet, their educational backgrounds, and their political statuses; and the key factor 



causing these differences are their growing-up environments and living circumstances; 

their intergenerational effects (a.k.a. epochal characters, as mentioned earlier) are the key 

factor influencing the different ways they evaluate the government. According to this we 

have proposed our first hypothesis: having controlled other variables, the new generation 

of Chinese young people (i.e. “80hou” and “90hou”) have much lower evaluations of the 

Chinese government than their past intergenerational groups (i.e. “70hou” and those born 

before the 1970s) do. 

 Having considered the intimate relationship between how online opinion platforms 

can influence public attitudes as well as people’s evaluations of the government, such 

platforms play an important role in people’s political lives. We posit that the user 

condition of the internet can influence people’s evaluations of the government, which can 

be seen as the “internet path” that influences government evaluations. Here we put 

forward the second hypothesis: having controlled other variables, we assume that using 

the internet will lower people’s evaluations of the government. 

 In the process of China’ great economic reform, the gap between rich and poor has 

gradually enlarged, in which case the level of social justice has dropped and, at the same 

time, the influence of people’s perceptions on how to evaluate the government can no 

longer be ignored. In this way, we posit that the decrease in social justice has some effects 

on government evaluations, and we call this the “social justice” path. Based on this we put 

forward the third hypothesis: having controlled other variables, the lower the people’s 

perception of social justice, the less satisfied people are with the government. 

3. Data and Research Variables 

(1) Source of data 

Our study has used the data of Chinese Social Survey that was collected in 2008, 

2011 and 2013. Chinese Social Survey is a nationwide longitudinal sample survey 

organised by the Chinese Academy of Social Science. This survey has utilized the method 

of probability sampling home visits, which, by investigating people’s employment 

situations, family and living conditions, and social attitudes etc., has acquired important 

data information about the social change in China during the period of socio-economic 

transition. This survey has provided detailed and accurate scientific information for 

conducting social research and understanding government decision-making in China. 



(2) Dependent variables 

“Government evaluation” is the dependent variable in our study; this variable is 

formed as a scale based on a set of questions. The main question is: “how well has your 

local government performed in the below social service categories”? These categories 

include medical treatment and public health, social security, compulsory education etc., 

altogether 11 in total. The answer options are: very well, fairly well, not very well, not 

well at all, and not sure, altogether 5 options. We have discovered that when processing 

the data of the summated scales, “not sure” came close as a neutral category, positioned 

between “fairly well” and “not very well”. Therefore, we have defined the scores of the 

five answer options as: very well (5 points), fairly well (4 points), not sure (3 points), not 

very well (2 points), and not well at all (1 point). After having calculated every 

respondent’s scores, we then add up the scores of all eleven sub-questions; the higher the 

score, the better the respondent’s evaluation of his/her local government and vice versa. 

(3) Independent variables 

The new generations of “80hou” and “90hou” young people have generally had a 

very low evaluation of the government, which can be seen as an intergenerational effect. 

As previously discussed, intergenerational effects can be formed via either the “internet” 

path or the “social justice” path for they both have some level of realistic basis. Hencethe 

chosen independent variables in this article are based on the above three aspects: birth 

time (i.e. any decade in the 19th century), internet use, and social justice. 

 In order to investigate the discrepancies between the chosen intergenerational 

groups, we have divided respondents’ birth times into “before 70s”, “70hou” (born in the 

70s), “80hou” (both in the 80s) and “90hou” (born in the 90s). As mentioned earlier, 

“80hou” and “90hou” are our focused generations. 

 The way we investigate internet use is based on a very straightforward question: 

“whether or not do you use the internet”? The answer options include: use and do not use, 

2 in total. Although there are slight differences as to how this question was asked in 2008, 

2011, and 2013, when processing our data, we have unified such differences through 

conversion and demarcation. 

 The 2008 and 2013 Chinese social surveys have included the category of social 

justice. The question is: “how do you feel about social justice in general”? The answer 



options include: very unjust, not very just, just, very just, and not sure. Because the 2011 

survey did not include social justice, there is no relevant data sampled from 2011 in our 

regression model analysis. 

 Apart from the above, in our multi-stage cross section analysis, time frame is an 

important variable. Incorporating time periods as dummy variables into our model can 

help us determine whether satisfaction of government performance is time-varying; which 

is one of the questions we attempt to answer in this article. 

(4) Control variables 

When compared to their past intergeneration populations, among the new generation 

of young people there is a greater proportion of them who have received higher education 

and are much civilized. The proportion of college graduates among “80hou” and “90hou” 

is greater than the proportion of college graduates in the entire Chinese population; in 

which case we regard education years as a control variable. 

 Political status is also an important variable that influences government evaluations. 

The proportion of communist members among the new generation of young people is 

much smaller than those in other intergeneration populations; in which case, whether or 

not young people’s way of thinking, political stands, and political viewpoints require any 

form of guidance requires further investigation and study. 

 Apart from education background and political status, we have also incorporated 

household registration and expectation of future lives into our model as control variables. 

This is because: on the one hand, there are characteristic discrepancies between people of 

different household registrations; on the other hand, an individual’s expectation of his/her 

future life is intimately related to his/her current living conditions, which is also an 

important factor influencing the way he/she evaluates his/her government. 

4. A Descriptive Analysis of Government Evaluations, Internet Use and 

Social Justice 

(1) The states and characteristics of government evaluation and internet use 

Based on the results of the data analyses of 2008, 2011, and 2013 (see table 1), 

among 11 categories of social services, people have given the highest satisfaction rate to 

compulsory education and the lowest rate to government officials being law-abiding and 

clean-handed and cracking down on corruption. Comparing the 2013 survey to the 2008 



survey, evaluations of the government have shown the tendency to slowly drop. The score 

of government evaluation dropped from 36.66 in 2008 to 35.22 in 2011, and the score in 

2013 is 34.88. In five years’ time the government’s evaluation score has dropped by 1.78. 

 Looking at the time frames we could discover that the decline of government’s 

evaluation score is in parallel with the increase in the use of the internet. The data on 

internet use in 2008, 2011, and 2013 show that the proportions of internet users in 2008, 

2011, and 2013 were 13.69%, 23.42%, and 30.72% respectively; there was a 17.03% 

increase in 6 years. Our data analysis (see table 1) shows that, based on the three surveys’ 

results, those who used the internet have given the government a lower score than those 

who didn’t use the internet. In which case, there is an obvious discrepancy between using 

or not using the internet when it comes to evaluating the government. 

Table 1: The impact of internet use on the government’s evaluation in different time 

periods 
  Using the internet Not using the internet 

2008 Average 

Standard Deviation 

35.34 

8.37 

36.87 

7.90 

2011 Average 

Standard Deviation 

34.67 

8.80 

35.39 

8.56 

2013 Average 

Standard Deviation 

33.52 

8.04 

35.49 

7.42 

(2) The intergenerational discrepancies between evaluations of the 

government and internet use 

Young people in general are more accepting of new things than their parental 

generations; the later the birth of a population, the bigger the proportion of internet users 

that would emerge from the population. From 2008 to 2013, 5 years of survey research 

show that the proportions of internet users from different intergenerational populations 

have slowly increased alongside the increase in time frames (see table 2). 

Table 2: The situation of internet use for different intergenerational populations in 

different time periods 
  Before 70s 70hou 80hou & 90hou 

2008 Not using the 
internet 

 

93.1 

 

70.43 

 

59.93 



Using the internet 6.90 20.57 40.07 

2011 Not using the 
internet 

Using the internet 

 

90.89 

9.11 

 

65.01 

34.99 

 

35.45 

64.55 

2013 Not Using the 
internet 

Using the internet 

 

87.89 

12.11 

 

63.84 

36.16 

 

25.65 

74.35 

Based on the intergenerational discrepancies of internet use in different time periods 

of the survey investigation, this article has analyzed how internet use has influenced 

evaluations of the government in the different time frames. Usually (see table 3), with or 

without the internet, “80hou” and “90hou” have given lower evaluations of the 

government than other intergenerational groups have. Moreover, from 2008 to 2013, all 

intergeneration groups’ evaluations of the government have dropped. 

 From 2008 to 2013, the decreasing amplitudes of different intergeneration groups’ 

government evaluations show that, in five years, internet users of “70hou”, “80hou” and 

“90hou” have lowered their government evaluations by 1.90 and 1.55 respectively, 

whereas non-internet users have their evaluations dropped by 1.86 and 1.42 – no obvious 

discrepancy here. Internet users born before the 1970s have their government evaluation 

dropped by 1.56, whereas that of the non-internet users dropped by 1.25 – the discrepancy 

here is relatively obvious.  

Table 3: The impact of different intergeneration groups’ internet use on government 

evaluations in different periods of investigation 

  Not using the internet            Using the internet 

 

 

2008 

 

 

Average 

Standard 
Deviation 

Before 
the 70s 

36.90 

 

7.75 

70hou 

 

36.95 

 

8.27 

80hou & 
90hou 

36.52 

 

8.38 

Before 
the 70s 

36.05 

 

7.85 

70hou 

 

35.33 

 

8.42 

80hou & 
90hou 

34.69 

 

8.76 

2011 Average 

Standard 
Deviation 

35.43 

 

8.51 

35.41 

 

8.47 

35.04 

 

9.20 

34.27 

 

8.56 

34.44 

 

8.91 

35.03 

 

8.85 

2013 Average 35.65 35.09 35.10 34.49 33.43 33.14 



Standard 

Deviation 

 

7.33 

 

7.51 

 

7.94 

 

7.78 

 

8.25 

 

8.02 

Decreasing 
Amplitudes 
in 5 years 

  

1.25 

 

1.86 

 

1.42 

 

1.56 

 

1.90 

 

1.55 

Among various factors, internet use and social justice are the two most important 

variables: i.e. they all have a certain influence on the evaluations of the government. Yet 

currently the government has only focused on the negative influence of the internet such 

that it has not paid enough attention to its work on how to promote and improve social 

justice. In fact, social justice has a more decisive influence on government evaluations 

than that of the internet; and in order to improve government evaluations, the government 

must not only focus on the development of the internet itself, but also emphasise the work 

on improving social justice. Hence the key for the Chinese government to improve its own 

behavior so as to reverse certain people’s negative evaluations of it is to learn to contain 

internet opinions without holding a grudge, broaden evaluation channels, reduce young 

people’s living pressures and risks, and eventually improve the level of social justice in 

general. Subsequently, the Chinese government must come up with new and positively 

responsive policies while at the same time reduce the socio-economic pressures and risks 

that many Chinese individuals have to bear so as to create a more just society; and this is 

the basic strategy that can reach the root of the problem. 
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