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Abstract 

This thesis aims to understand political trust in China through the lens of fresh water 

consumption in Shanghai.  

Research on political trust suffers from a case-selection bias. Most of the studies on 

political trust focus on liberal democracies and this problematizes the generalisability of 

those findings. In order to broaden the evidence and to test the relevance of existing 

theories of political trust in a different political context, this thesis answers three 

questions: 1. what is the influence of demographic factors on political trust? 2. what is 

the relationship between risk perception and political trust? and 3. what other factors 

help explain political trust? It answers these questions through an investigation of 

people’s trust in water management institutions in Shanghai, which grounds the analysis 

in a specific risk that requires people to trust in public authorities. A combination of 

qualitative (semi-structured interviews) and quantitative (questionnaire survey) 

methods is used, supported by secondary data collection.  

This thesis finds that that some of the explanations of political trust in democratic 

regimes also apply in China, but with some subtle differences. Demographic factors have 

a slightly different effect in China: more educated people and people with urban hukou 

tend to be less trusting than people with less education and rural hukou, while other 

individual characteristics, such as age, gender, and household income do not have 

significant influence on political trust. Risk perception and political trust are statistically 

correlated and seemingly bidirectional, but the association is moderated by some 

factors. The main difference between people who trust and distrust the government is 

whether they perceive the existing risks are reasonable and attribute those risks to the 

fault of the government. Another key finding of this thesis is that for various reasons 

political trust may not be a meaningful concept for many people in China, at least with 

respect to water consumption in cities. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

China today is on the brink of a political transition. Benefitting from decades of ‘open 

door’ policy and continuous economic reform, the country has witnessed rapid 

economic development. Conventional wisdom suggests that the Chinese government 

has established and reinforced the legitimacy of its regime through this economic 

growth, and that further support from the public relies on continued economic growth 

(Yang, 2004; Wang, 2007; Zhao, 2009). It has been suggested that the improved living 

conditions are promoting value changes in society and creating and emerging group of 

critical citizens (Wang, 2005). Now, at the end of 35 years of rapid economic growth, 

there are signs that this is leading to slow political restructuring (Wu and Sun, 2009; 

Xinhua News Agency, 2012), and a need for the Chinese government to strengthen its 

efforts to maintain political trust as society becomes wealthier, more educated, and 

more exposed to foreign media and markets.  

The importance of political trust for the legitimacy and stability of the state is not unique 

to China, and has been highlighted as an issue in many liberal-democratic countries 

(Slovic, 1993; Gormley-Heenan and Devine, 2010; André, 2014). Considering that almost 

all knowledge and evidence about political trust has come from liberal democracies, it 

is important that knowledge of political trust is produced in other contexts from which 

alternative insights may emerge, and the universality of existing theories can be tested. 

However, despite the growing evidence of the need for and importance of political trust 

in China, political trust remains a poorly understood phenomenon. This thesis seeks to 

enhance knowledge about political trust in China. 

Political trust usually arises through interaction with specific public institutions 

performing specific functions (Christensen and Lægreid, 2005; Nunkoo, 2015), so in this 

research, fresh water supply - an important public service in China - is used to study 

political trust. Urban people rely on the government for their water supply as their 
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ability to meet all their water needs is constrained. Therefore, people rely on (trust in) 

water supply institutions to be capable, transparent, equitable and honest.  

Public trust is essential for policy acceptance, effective policy implementation and state 

stability. So, this research on the public’s trust in the institutions managing fresh water 

supply in Shanghai will not only advance knowledge of how political trust works in the 

Chinese context, but may also help understand the social dimensions of urban water 

supply in China.  

1.1 Political trust in context   

Political trust is a form of institutional trust, which assesses the trustees’ views of 

political institutions, specific politicians, and the performance of the government and 

public administration in general, or with respect to specific public services (Li, 2004; 

Bovens and Wille, 2011).  

Political trust is defined here as people’s evaluations of the government’s performance 

in comparison with their expectations (Miller, 1974). By this logic, distrust arises when 

there is a gap between the actual performance of a public institution and the 

performance a person or persons expected of it (Orren, 1997). It seems likely that 

political trust arises through specific points of interaction with the state, so that people 

make their evaluation on the basis of their experiences with services that are familiar to 

them, then extend that evaluation to a broader sense of trust or distrust in the larger 

political institutions that govern that service (Christensen and Lægreid, 2005). Trust is 

therefore stimulated by satisfactory performance, and predisposes a person to a more 

favourable view of the government’s general performance (Aberbach and Walker, 1970). 

Similarly, one poor institutional performance can create disaffection and mistrust 

among the public, and undermine people’s support for future policies (Slovic, 1993).  

Political trust accumulates slowly, collapses easily, and is hard to restore (Slovic et al., 

1991). It is valued by all kinds of regimes due to its important role in establishing a stable 

relationship between government and the people, and helps sustain legitimacy during 

times of short-term insufficient performance of government. Therefore, the level of 
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political trust is recognised as a reflection of a regime’s perceived legitimacy (Fukuyama, 

1995; Cvetkovich and Winter, 2003; Porter, 2007; Bramwell, 2011). In recent empirical 

studies, political trust has been found to play an important role in dealing with 

uncertainty (Sztompka, 1999; Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000). When people are in an 

uncertain environment, and they lack knowledge, for example of the risks and benefits 

of a new technology or environmental hazard, then they rely on trust to make decisions. 

Generally, a high level of trust promotes the perception of benefits and lowers the 

perception of risk, which is said to in turn influence their support (or not) for policies 

and practices to manage novel challenges (Siegrist et al., 2003; Poortinga and Pidgeon, 

2005; Irwin, 2009). Taken together, either for the stability and legitimacy of a regime or 

for risk regulation and management, political trust is important and is a worthy topic of 

study.  

It has been reported that many democratic states have observed declining levels of trust 

in the last few decades (Levi and Stoker, 2000; Abrajano and Alvarez, 2010; André, 2014). 

This does not seem to have been the case in China; for example, Newton (2001) 

investigated social trust and political confidence in 42 countries and found that China 

has both very high levels of social trust and political confidence. Similar results were 

reported by World Value Survey (2010-2014). However, the power of existing theories 

to explain high levels of political trust in China seems limited (Moy and Scheufele, 2000; 

Newton, 2001; Li, 2004), and conversely, knowledge about the factors influencing 

political trust in China may lead to improved theories of political trust.  

Empirical understandings of political trust span from the influence of demographic 

variables to news media; from cultural heritage to institutional performance. This is 

summarised in detail in Chapter 2. This thesis focusses on two aspects in particular: 1) 

demographic variables, because in recent history, and compared to liberal-democracies, 

people trust the State in contemporary China. This has been a function of rural 

transformation after 1949, and a massive expansion of economic freedoms post 1978. 

These waves of reform have affected a demographic transition such that China is now 

an ageing and rapidly urbanizing society, and people are much healthier, wealthier and 

better educated. China now is in transition (Wu and Sun, 2009). China’s demographic 

transition seems to be changing the political outlook of the public, who are becoming 
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less influenced by history and more concerned about rights and transparency. In 

addition, China is particularly dynamic and Shanghai is a city in the vanguard of China’s 

demographic transition with very high in-migration from rural areas, so it is a good place 

to test the influence of demographic factors; and also 2) risk perception. Risk is an 

emerging topic in the modern world (Beck, 2000). Because of the utility of trust in 

regulation of risks, the correlation between political trust and risk perception is a 

dominant theme in contemporary research. Also, public perception of the risks of 

environmental pollution, such as air pollution and food safety crises make these 

important topics influencing trust in China at the moment (Wu et al., 2017). Therefore, 

this research seeks to contribute to the existing knowledge of political trust by testing 

whether the influences of demographic factors and risk perception on political trust are 

applicable in Shanghai, dig deeper for possible explanations in context and relate these 

findings back to prevailing explanations in the literature. 

Unlike most of those results stemming from quantitative data, this research studies 

political trust through a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. This 

combination allows me to measure the general phenomenon, and investigate the 

explanatory factors in context for better understanding of what is found in the 

quantitative data.  

1.2 Aim and research questions 

The main aim of this research is to understand political trust in China through the lens of 

fresh water supply in Shanghai.  

To address this research aim, three questions are to be answered.  

1. What is the influence of demographic factors on political trust?  

2. What is the relationship between risk perception and political trust? 

3. What other factors help explain political trust?   

Understanding of political trust is advanced through a case study of trust in water 

management authorities in Shanghai, China. This research chooses the public risk 
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perception of consuming tap water as a lens to study political trust in the water 

management authorities in Shanghai. ‘Water management authorities’ here means the 

government agents that collectively have monopoly control over water management 

and water use in Shanghai, such as the Shanghai Water Affairs Bureau (SWAB) and the 

Shanghai Environmental Protection Bureau (SEPB), as well as water companies that are 

responsible for producing and distributing water. SWAB and SEPB are responsible for 

regulating water quality as important bodies of the Shanghai Municipal Government. 

Water companies and water plants that supply fresh water for urban Shanghai are either 

State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) or Sino-foreign joint ventures that are majority owned 

by the government.  

1.3 Thesis structure  

This thesis is divided into eight chapters. Following this introduction chapter, Chapter 2 

builds a theoretical framework for this research by explaining: how trust is currently 

conceptualised, classified and measured; the significance of political trust for risk 

perception, policy acceptance, and legitimacy of regimes; the most commonly identified 

factors that are thought to influence political trust; and the relationship between 

political trust and risk perception. Finally, Chapter 2 demonstrates that there is a lack of 

understanding of political trust in China by summarising several studies on political trust 

specific to China. 

Chapter 3 outlines the approach and methods used to answer this thesis’ aim and 

research questions. It justifies the case study as the most appropriate approach for this 

research and it provides a brief introduction of the case study area of Shanghai. This 

chapter also explains the quantitative and qualitative data collection methods adopted, 

sampling strategies, and data analysis methods.  

Chapter 4 provides the general background of this research, including the major 

transitions of the Chinese economy and the origin and development the hukou system 

which emerges as a key demographic factor in the results. Chapter 4 introduces the 

contextual information of Shanghai as well, with a particular focus on the water 

governance.  
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In response to the literature review and corresponding to research questions, Chapters 

5-7 present the empirical findings of this study. With a quantitative analysis, Chapter 5 

answers research question 1 by demonstrating the influence of demographic factors on 

political trust, as well as the extent to which the public trusts in the fairness, honesty 

and competence of water management authorities in Shanghai.  

Utilising the quantitative survey data, Chapter 6 examines the correlation between risk 

perception and trust in water management authorities in Shanghai and finds that in 

authoritarian China, trust is also a significant predictor for public perception of the risks 

in consuming tap water. It is noteworthy that although the regression analyses do not 

prove the direction of causality, a bi-directional and mutually reinforcing relationship is 

suggested by the results.  

Building on the results in Chapter 5 and 6, Chapter 7 answers research question 3 and 

provides a comprehensive analysis of the quantitative data and qualitative data. It 

concludes that the relationship between risk perception and political trust is only 

meaningful to the public under certain conditions. It follows that the concept of political 

trust/distrust is only meaningful to people under those certain conditions.   

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by summarising the key findings and the key 

contributions this research makes to the literature. In this way, this thesis enriches the 

theoretical and empirical understanding of political trust.   
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Chapter 2 Literature review 

2.1 Introduction  

Empirical studies create evidence that needs explanation in the form of theories. In turn, 

good theories that explain phenomena need testing through empirical investigation. The 

purpose of this chapter is to build a theoretical framework for this thesis based on 

previous research, which is the first step in meeting this thesis’ aim to understand how 

political trust works in the context of China.  

This chapter has six sections. The first section provides an overview of the literature 

about trust spanning various disciplines (geography, sociology, and psychology), and 

discusses the definition, categorisations and dimensions of trust. The focus then moves 

to the literature specifically concerning political trust in different contexts (section 2.3), 

justifying the importance of research on political trust. Section 2.4 summarises the most 

commonly identified factors thought to influence political trust: demographic factors, 

values and attitudes (perception of risks), institutional variables, cultural variables, and 

news media exposure. Because this thesis’ case study is the risk of drinking tap water, 

the literature on political trust and risk perception (section 2.5) is reviewed to build a 

framework for guiding the design of this research. This section finds that although risk 

is undoubtedly closely related with trust, research on the conditions that trust influences 

risk perception is quite limited; whether and how risk perception plays a role in shaping 

political trust need more evidence. Following this, section 2.6 summarises studies of 

political trust in China, noting the differences that are associated with different levels of 

government authorities, as well as cultural and institutional variables, media effects and 

individual characteristics. These sections highlight the key findings and explanations in 

these literature, and through this justify the significance of studying political trust in 

China; a country with a unique political system and cultural background.  



18 
 

Pulling this diverse content together, the chapter concludes that although political trust 

is seen to be important for efficient governance, the understanding of its influencing 

factors and preconditions is still obscure, especially in China. In addition, most studies 

on political trust in China are designed in a generalised way, which means they often fail 

to uncover nuanced reasons for political trust. Hence, based on the theoretical 

framework built in this chapter, this thesis will explore more appropriate explanations 

for political trust in China.  

2.2 A contextual framework of trust  

2.2.1 The meaning of trust and key terms 

Luhmann (2000) has proposed that trust is a process that extends its radius from familiar 

people, to unfamiliar people, out to trust in institutions, and that this is central to how 

society is organised. So, trust is important, but as it has been studied across different 

disciplines, for example sociology, psychology, philosophy, and economics (Das and 

Teng, 2004), it is a contested term. Kramer (1999: 571) concludes that ‘a concise and 

universally accepted definition has remained elusive’ or as Metlay (1999: 1) observes, 

trust ‘seems to have been swallowed in a conceptual quagmire’. In this thesis, although 

the sociological attributes of trust are of greater relevance in explaining trust in water 

management than attributes developed through the discipline of psychology, due to the 

thorough interdisciplinary permeation and the inherently complex attributes of trust 

(Slovic, 1993), it is almost impossible to distinguish the sociological concept of trust from 

the psychological discipline (Lewis and Weigert, 1985). 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to exhaustively review all explicit and implicit 

concepts of trust, since reviews based on the comparison of concepts have been 

provided elsewhere (e.g., Das and Teng, 2004; Chryssochoidis et al., 2009). Instead, the 

purpose of this section is to make sense of what is the inherent attribute of trust through 

a discussion of definitions of trust listed in Table 2-1. These definitions are selected from 

review papers about concepts of trust (see Rousseau et al., 1998; Hupcey et al., 2001; 

Das and Teng, 2004; and Earle, 2010). Most of these studies are in the arena of sociology, 

however, some belong to psychology, inevitably.  
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Table 2-1 Selected definitions of trust 

Number Definition Source 

1 ‘Interpersonal trust may be defined as a reliance upon 

information received from another person about 

uncertain environmental states and their accompanying 

outcomes in a risky situation’ (p. 419) 

Schlenker et al. 

(1973) 

2 ‘Undertaking of a risky course of action on the confident 

expectation that all persons involved in the action will 

act competently and dutifully’ (p. 971) 

Lewis and 

Weigert (1985) 

3 ‘… trust as a relatively informed attitude or propensity to 

allow oneself and perhaps others to be vulnerable to 

harm in the interest of some perceived greater good’ (p. 

619) 

Michalos (1990) 

4 Trust ‘reflects evaluations of whether or not political 

authorities and institutions are performing in 

accordance with normative expectations held by the 

public’ (p. 358) 

Miller and 

Listhaug (1990) 

5 ‘A state involving confident positive expectations about 

another’s motives with respect to oneself in situations 

entailing risk’ (p. 194) 

Boon and 

Holmes (1991) 

6 [Trust] refers to ‘belief in a person’s competence to 

perform a specific task under specific circumstances’ (p. 

373) 

Sitkin and Roth 

(1993) 

7 Trust as ‘an individual’s behavioral reliance on another 

person under a condition of risk’ (p. 153). 

Currall and 

Judge (1995) 

8 Trust as ‘the expectation that arises within a community 

of regular, honest, and cooperative behaviour, based on 

commonly shared norms, on the part of other members 

of that community’ (p. 27) 

Fukuyama 

(1995) 

9 Trust is ‘the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the 

actions of another party based on the expectations that 

the other will perform a particular action important to 

the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or 

control that other party’ (p. 712) 

Mayer et al. 

(1995) 

10 ‘Interpersonal trust as the extent to which a person is 

confident in, and willing to act on the basis of, the words, 

actions and decisions, of another’ (p. 25) 

McAllister 

(1995) 

11 The specific expectation that another’s actions will be 

beneficial rather than detrimental and the generalised 

ability to take for granted … a vast array of features of 

the social order. (p. 17) 

Creed and 

Miles (1996) 

12 ‘Trust is one party’s willingness to be vulnerable to 

another party based on the belief that the other party is 

Mishra (1996) 
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(a) competent, (b) open, (c) concerned, and (d) reliable’ 

(p.265) 

13 ‘Confident positive expectations regarding another’s 

conduct in a context of risk’ (p. 439) 

Lewicki et al. 

(1998) 

14 (Trust) reflects ‘an expectation or belief that the other 

party will act benevolently. One cannot control or force 

the other party to fulfil this expectation-that is, trust 

involves a willingness to be vulnerable and risk that the 

other party may not fulfil that expectation. Trust involves 

some level of dependency on the other party so that the 

outcomes of one individual are influenced by the actions 

of another’ (p. 513) 

Whitener et al. 

(1998) 

15 ‘Trust is relational; it involves an individual making 

herself vulnerable to another individual, group, or 

institution that has the capacity to do her harm or to 

betray her. Trust is seldom unconditional; it is given to 

specific individuals or institutions over specific domains’ 

(p. 476) 

Levi and Stoker 

(2000) 

16 Trust ‘is an attitude which allows for risk-taking 

decisions’ (p. 103) 

Luhmann 

(2000) 

17 ‘Trust emerges from the identification of a need that 

cannot be met without the assistance of another and 

some assessment of the risk involved in relying on the 

other to meet this need. Trust is a willing dependency on 

another's actions, but it is limited to the area of need and 

is subject to overt and covert testing. The outcome of 

trust is an evaluation of the congruence between 

expectations of the trusted person and actions’ (p. 290) 

Hupcey et al. 

(2001) 

18 ‘Trust is defined as the willingness to make oneself 

vulnerable to another based on a judgment of similarity 

of intentions or values’ (p. 706) 

Siegrist et al. 

(2003) 

19 Trust is ‘the intention to accept vulnerability to a 

trustee based on positive expectations of his or her 

actions’ (p. 909) 

Colquitt et al. 

(2007) 

All the definitions listed in Table 2-1 were put into a ‘word cloud’, with a blurry character 

method, for example, combining willing with willingness, risky with risk, etc. The result 

(Figure 2-1) shows that the five most frequent words (excluding ‘trust’) are: ‘another’, 

‘expectation’, ‘party’, ‘action’ and ‘risk’. The first four words are easy to understand, as 

there is nothing to dispute that trust happens between a trustor and a trustee. A ‘trustor’ 

is a person who has expectations of another party, and who is vulnerable to the actions 
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of another party, whereas the trustee is another party, such as some actor or institutions 

in which trust is placed.  

Another common feature of definitions of trust is the inclusion of the notions of 

‘expectation’ and ‘risk’. There are different views about the role of expectation in trust. 

As shown in the above table, Fukuyama (1995), Mayer et al. (1995), Creed and Miles 

(1996), Lewicki et al. (1998) and Whitener et al. (1998) all recognise expectation as the 

starting point of trust. However, Lewis and Weigert (1985) and Thomas (1998) hold a 

different opinion. They argue that due to the limited calculation and prediction capacity 

of human beings, trust starts where prediction ends. Expectation implies calculation, 

which means expectation represents a more functional and rational process than trust, 

while trust has more of an element of ‘faith’ to it. The more individuals calculate that 

there is a reward, the less trust seems to be a factor in how they appraise institutions 

(Lewis and Weigert, 1985). But some degree of calculation is most often associated with 

trust, as in most situations trust arises where people do have choices and choose 

amongst these, even given the possibility of risks (Luhmann, 2000). Therefore, the 

process of trust is not devoid of rationality (Williamson, 1993).  

Risk is an inherent trait of trust, and its relationship with trust is widely accepted (Lewis 

and Weigert, 1985; Viklund, 2003; Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2005). Beck (1992, 2000) 

points out that with globalisation and increasingly sophisticated technology, we are now 

living in a more unsure and unpredictable world. Risk is seemingly a feature of such 

modernity due to the growing uncertainty. A function of trust is to reduce this 

uncertainty by accepting the increasingly complex risks associated with modern society. 

The uncertainty and probability of risk make it a critical constituent in defining trust (Das 

and Teng, 2004). Similar associations could be found implicitly through other 

expressions, such as ‘vulnerable’, when the definitions explicitly use the specific word 

‘risk’ (Das and Teng, 2004).  
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Figure 2-1 Word cloud analysis of selected definitions of trust 

Risk is related to trust on a conceptual level in two ways. Firstly, risk defines the features 

of an environment, context or situation where trust happens (Schlenker et al., 1973; 

Boon and Holmes, 1991; Currall and Judge, 1995; Lewicki et al., 1998). Secondly, risk 

sometimes is used to describe the situation for the trustor when trust happens, usually 

treated as a by-product of trust. Risk is recognised as an equivalent action of trusting as 

Yamagishi (2000) suggests, which is similar to arguments made by Lewis and Weigert 

(1985) and Luhmann (2000); or risk is the property of a consequence, namely, when 

people trust, they accept the risk of being disappointed (Whitener et al., 1998; Hupcey 

et al., 2001; Sjöberg, 2002). More specifically, trust can be described as based on similar 

intentions or values as one who chooses to be vulnerable to another who usually is 

capable to do harm or betrayal (Levi and Stoker; 2000; Siegrist et al., 2005). In this way, 

the risk of harm arises from the actions of others or the failure of responsible authorities 

to manage risks. In some circumstances, the trustees do not have the information or the 

ability to carry out some actions that they are expected to. Or even when the trustees 

have the information or capacity, in some situations they cannot be guaranteed to take 

the trustors’ interests into account, and it is possible that they do not send the right 

signals or perform the anticipated actions (La Porte and Metlay, 1996). Hence, in a risky 
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context, when people trust, they either have the willingness to take some risks, or they 

are taking the risks by trusting. Nevertheless, how risk actually fits with trust – as an 

antecedent to trust, as trust itself, or as an outcome of trust – has not been resolved 

(Mayer et al., 1995). Therefore, it stands to reason to pay a close attention to the 

relationships between risk and trust. 

2.2.2 Classifications of trust 

From across the large body of literature on trust, various types of trust emerge, including 

trust between individuals, and between individuals and groups, institutions and 

organisations (Levi and Stoker, 2000). It is necessary here to explain these different types 

of trust in order to identify that which is appropriate for this thesis.  

Table 2-2 Classifications of trust 

Reference Type of trust  

Luhmann (1979) 
personal trust 

system trust 

Realo et al. (2008)  

Steinhardt (2012) 

interpersonal trust 

generalised trust 

Irwin (2009) 
institutional trust 

generalised trust 

Thomas (1998) 

fiduciary trust 

mutual trust  

social trust  

Stolle (2002) 

strategic or rational accounts of trust 

Identity- or group-based accounts of trust 

moral trust  

generalised trust 

The most common classifications of trust are listed in Table 2-2. Luhmann (1979) groups 

trust into personal trust and system trust. Personal trust involves an emotional bond 

while system trust is activated by proper order. Another classification criterion is a trust 

radius based on which trust is grouped into interpersonal trust and generalised trust 



24 
 

(Realo et al., 2008; Steinhardt, 2012). The radius for interpersonal trust is family, friends 

and immediate neighbours. Generalised trust extends the radius and is not limited to 

familiar people. Generalised trust could happen between people without direct 

interactions, even between strangers (Fukuyama, 1995; Realo et al., 2008; Steinhardt, 

2012). Steinhardt (2012) further divides generalised trust into institutional and socio-

cultural accounts, which will be explained further in section 3.4. A comparative study of 

institutional trust and generalised trust conducted by Irwin (2009) reports that the basic 

belief of institutional trust is system-induced-cooperation, while generalised trust 

assumes of other people with benign intentions.  

Thomas (1998) proposes three types of trust: fiduciary trust, mutual trust and social 

trust. Mutual trust in accord with other studies, explains trust within interpersonal 

relationships. Fiduciary trust is notable for its asymmetric quality. For example, patients’ 

place trust in doctors because of the asymmetrical distribution of knowledge. This 

asymmetric relationship is supported by the unilateral obligation of the doctors (trustee) 

to act in the patients’ (trustor) interest. Social trust is ‘embedded within institutions we 

know in common and take for granted’ (Thomas, 1998: 170).  

Stolle (2002) divides trust into four categories, which are generalised trust, strategic or 

rational accounts of trust, identity (or group-based) accounts of trust, and moral trust. 

Strategic trust is an outcome of repeated calculations of risk, and identity-based trust 

only includes familiar people. Moral trust has a relatively stable value and is mostly 

independent of circumstances. Generalised trust expands the face-to-face interaction 

boundaries and can extend beyond specific individuals. Generalised trust is the 

approach taken in many situations, and is not completely independent of its context 

(Stolle, 2002). Interpersonal trust, mutual trust and social trust all explain trust between 

individuals, which is generally based on repeated interaction and familiarity (Steinhardt, 

2012). Interpersonal trust, institutional trust as well as political trust types, are described 

in more detail below. 

Interpersonal trust mostly exists between friends, acquaintances and relatives with 

high-level familiarity. Therefore, interpersonal trust is more symmetric in nature than 

other kinds of trust (Newton, 2001). The process of building this trust is through face-
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to-face communication or first-hand experiences, such that individuals think they are 

surrounded by people who are trustworthy (Irwin, 2009).  

In contrast, institutional trust is not based on the belief that other people are 

trustworthy, but rather the belief that ‘the system will induce individuals to act as if they 

are trustworthy’ (Irwin, 2009: 169), or various institutions induce cooperative behaviour. 

Within the system, structures of incentives and disincentives work to ensure actors 

behave in a manner to ensure future successful actions are possible (McKnight et al., 

1998).  

Political trust is an important branch of institutional trust. The ‘trustee’ here refers in 

particular to political institutions, such as various levels of government, congress and 

government agencies, or specific politicians such as the president (Li, 2004), or the 

outcome, such as government policy, the performance of the public administration in 

general or with specific public services (Bovens and Wille, 2011). As mentioned by 

Nunkoo and Smith (2013), political trust extends interpersonal trust and projects it onto 

political institutions. Political trust in government indicates people’s willingness to rely 

on government in the management of risks (Earle and Cvetkovich, 1995). Different levels 

of political trust reflect how the public evaluate the government or institutions on their 

performance of managing citizenship, political involvement, public goods and so on 

(Newton, 2001).  

In addition to the theoretical research that focuses on the radius and types of trust, a 

considerable amount of literature has been published on public trust in legal authorities, 

and experts, even though sometimes this research does not explicitly identify the type 

of trust it is studying (Mishler and Rose, 1997; Thomas, 1998; Stephen and Frewer, 1999; 

Tyler, 2001; Lang and Hallman, 2005; Ormerod and Scott, 2012). These studies mainly 

explore trust levels among various trustees and the factors that influence trust. For 

instance, Askvik et al. (2011) investigate citizens’ general trust in public institutions and 

demonstrate that trust is high for professional institutions, such as schools and hospitals, 

as well as local government institutions, while trust in the parliament and the central 

government is much lower. This study also reports that variations in trust levels are 
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more related to evaluations of the current macro-political situation than respondents’ 

demographic and social characteristics (Askvik et al., 2011). 

Applied to this thesis, the concept of trust means that the people of Shanghai (trustors) 

expect the government and water management agencies (trustees) to provide them 

with water that is safe to consume. They trust or distrust that the related institutions 

supply them with safe water conditionally. It is the case that people have some choices, 

such as consuming the provided tap water directly, installing filtration units or buying 

bottled water. This is therefore an issue of institutional trust in that the public either 

trust these institutions that supply the water, or not (or to some degree, under certain 

circumstances). In China, the government has full authority over public services, for 

instance fresh water supply. It is up to the government to choose to provide water 

through ministries or corporate State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) or private companies. 

With regard to Shanghai specifically, most of the institutions responsible for water 

management are agencies of the government. Most water companies are enterprises 

solely funded by the state. Only Veolia Water China is a joint venture in which the 

government holds 50 percent of the company stakes. Considering the historical (even 

contemporary) close association between SOEs (water companies) and government, 

thus, political trust is the most suitable conceptualisation of trust for this study; it 

explains the public’s trust in the municipal government regarding to the fresh water 

supply.  

2.2.3 Dimensions of trust  

Scholars have tried to understand the meaning embedded within the notion of trust 

from different dimensions. The concept of trust has been split into a few attributes to 

assist understanding of what constitutes and contributes to trust (Poortinga and 

Pidgeon, 2003), by for instance identifying the core elements of trust (Peters et al., 1997). 

For example, Renn and Levine (1991) identify five core components of trust: perceived 

competence, objectivity, fairness, consistency, and faith. A bit different with that, Li 

(2013) uses commitment, capacity, fairness, responsiveness, and effectiveness to 

represent the central attributes of trusted authorities in China. Mishra (1996) adopts 

competence, openness, concern, and reliability as elements to understand trust, and 
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following that Tait (2012) explains the meanings of these four elements within personal 

relations and relations with a system, and furthermore points out that not all of the 

elements need to be in existence in certain circumstances for trust to happen. For 

example, Ross et al. (2014) only use credibility and fairness to assess public trust in water 

authorities.  

Empirical studies also employ various dimensions to measure trust and provide possible 

ways to improve it. Because political trust is about public expectations of political 

institutions, the things that the public expect can be seen as elements in their evaluation 

of trust. As reported by Miller and Listhaug (1990), citizens expect the government 

operate fairly, equitably, honestly, efficiently, and responsively. An increase in public 

perception of commitment, concern, and knowledge and expertise of trustees will 

significantly contribute perception of trust (Peters et al., 1997). Likewise, Ross et al. 

(2014) employ credibility and fair procedures to assess public perception of water 

authorities’ performance. They suggest that within the water management context, fair 

procedure is a major predictor for acceptance of, and compliance with, policies: the 

greater sense people have that the procedures of the water authority are fair, the more 

they share identity with the water authority, which in turn improves their perception of 

its credibility and trustworthiness (Ross et al., 2014).   

As noted above, not all the elements need to present in one occasion (Tait, 2012). One 

reason for this might be that the meanings of these elements overlap. For instance, 

McDermott (2012) concludes with offering three dimensions to understand trust: 

competence (knowledge and skills); integrity (openness and honesty), and benevolence 

(includes concern, care and responsiveness to the trustor). Furthermore, Renn and 

Levine (1991) suggest ‘consistency’, meaning adherent in word and in deed, as a key 

element, which shares the same attributes as ‘honesty’. By contrast, Metlay (1999) 

argues that trust has been unnecessarily complicated. He suggests trust depends on only 

two dimensions, competence and the affective component. The affective component 

includes belief in the openness, reliability, integrity, credibility, fairness and caring of 

institutions. Transparency has also been seen as a key factor for better governance 

(Hood, 2006). The concept of openness is often used in the literature on transparency, 

and so in turn relates to trust. Piotrowski (2007: 10) suggests that ‘governmental 
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transparency equates to open government’. In theory, open governments are trusted 

more because, rather than providing information only on request or at their own 

discretion, information is always readily available (Park and Blenkinsopp, 2011). So in 

this research, openness will be seen as an indicator for transparency. Having said this, in 

practice it is not completely clear whether the public can always tell the difference 

between various theoretical features of trust (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2003).  

It is commonly accepted that trust is a multidimensional concept (Straten et al., 2002). 

No matter in theoretical or empirical studies, the elements, dimensions or attributes all 

in the end mean the valuation of the characteristics of the trustee, which indicates that 

trust depends on the performance of the institutions (behaviour of the trustee) and the 

expectation of trustor. For example, Newton (2001) explains that low political trust may 

be attributable to two aspects. The first is that the performance of government 

institutions is poor and the second that the expectations of citizens are too high. Hence, 

if people are concerned with trust in several institutions, so people are concerned only 

with the effect of variations on one side of the relationship – the characteristics of the 

institutions. Moreover, the expectation of the trustor may closely relate to individual 

demographic variables. Hence, if we are studying trust in a specific institution, in one 

city, at one time, so we are concerned with the effect of variations on only one side of 

the relationship – the characteristics of the trustor (also called demographic factors). 

These elements of trust may not all be equally important or relevant, and the 

relationship between categories, and with general trust, is not clear. There is 

considerable overlap between these classifications of the elements of political trust, but 

fairness, honesty, and competence are recurring elements. Furthermore, Chen’s (2004) 

study reveals that people sometimes give different answers to the questions about their 

satisfaction with the government in general and with specific elements of the 

government’s performance. So in this thesis, political trust will be measured both in 

general and in sub-dimensional ways, including: honesty, competence and fairness. This 

part of the results will be presented in Chapter 5.   



29 
 

2.3 The importance of political trust 

No government enjoys the absolute trust of the people. Trust can only be offered and 

accepted, not demanded (Luhmann, 1979). However, ‘trust us’ is a common refrain 

when the government makes a promise, hoping to enlist public support. Another reason 

for all kinds of regimes highly valuing trust is the fact that trust accumulates quite slowly, 

but collapses suddenly and cannot be easily restored (Slovic et al., 1991). From a broad 

perspective, trust makes all kinds of relationships more pleasant and effective and 

therefore people feel more satisfied with life (Brehm and Rahn, 1997; Dirks, 1999).  

2.3.1 Risk perception and policy acceptance 

Many studies have proved that trust has considerable relevance to the public uptake of 

risk perception and acceptance. The basic argument is that when people lack knowledge 

about certain technologies or hazards, they mainly rely on trust to make judgments. 

Thus, trust is a crucial strategy for dealing with situations of uncertainty (Sztompka, 1999; 

Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000).  

By and large, a high level of trust tends to promote people's expectations of benefits, 

and lowers their perception of risks. For example, if people trust the institutions using 

gene technology, they tend to be more aware of the benefits of genetically modified 

(GM) food and consider that there are relatively lower risks, which furthermore 

influences their acceptance of the technology (Siegrist, 2000). On the contrary, distrust 

often leads to non-cooperation, which has been proved repeatedly (Katsuya, 2002; 

Stern, 2008; Qiu et al., 2012). Hence, trust serves as a predictive factor for pro-social 

behaviour, such as support for policies and their implementation, and acceptance of 

new technologies (Johnson, 1999; Siegrist et al., 2003; Irwin, 2009). Since the effect of 

trust on risk perception and acceptance is an important aspect of the relation between 

trust and risk perception (the main focus of this thesis), the importance of trust in risk 

perception and policy acceptance is generally confirmed here, but detailed discussions 

will be presented in section 2.5. 
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2.3.2 Legitimacy and efficacy of governance 

Trust plays an important role in legitimacy. Trust in government is seen as an indicator 

of the regime legitimacy and a critical element of the state’s ability to mediate between 

the demands of competing groups within society (Gormley-Heenan and Devine, 2010; 

Hutchison and Johnson, 2011; André, 2014).  

Legitimacy means ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 

values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995: 574). Legitimacy can be understood 

from two dimensions: input-oriented and output-oriented, which mean the collectively 

binding decisions should derive from the a priori appeal of the citizens and serve the 

common interest of the citizens in the end (Scharpf, 2000). The input dimension focuses 

on how decisions are taken and the output dimension focuses on whether a goal has 

been achieved, emphasising effectiveness and efficiency in achieving outcomes 

(McDermott, 2012; Wang and Ching, 2013). Legitimacy represents the right of those in 

authority to issue commands. Levels of trust represent whether the citizens think 

officials have the right to make and implement laws and policies on their behalf. Lack of 

political trust may reflect dissociation or even alienation between citizens and the 

government, which in turn results in a lack of political legitimacy and potentially a 

reduction in political participation (Grönlund and Ferrera, 2007).  

Additionally, legitimacy requires obedience because ‘collective fate control is increased 

when the powers of government can be employed to deal with those problems that the 

members of the collective cannot solve either individually, or through market 

interactions, or through voluntary cooperation’ (Scharpf, 2000: 103). The obedience 

required by legitimacy is owed to the legally established impersonal order or an 

established moral duty (Scharpf, 2000), and it is different from compliance built on trust. 

Nevertheless, a regime does not possess legitimacy unless ‘citizens acknowledge it by 

offering willing cooperation without the threat of coercion or surveillance’ (Chen, 2005: 

4). People who trust the government are more likely to display compliance behaviour to 

policies, laws and regulations, showing their support for the legitimacy of government 

authority (Levi and Stoker, 2000; Sun et al. 2012; Tait, 2012). Meanwhile, when decision-
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makers trust others and feel trusted by others, the contributions to public goods are 

maximised (De Cremer and Stouten, 2003). On the other hand, if people think the 

government is incompetent and cannot be trusted, they are less likely to cooperate with 

policy and rules. With less public support and cooperation, government cannot perform 

effectively, and in this way, people will become more dissatisfied and political trust is 

further decreased. Such a vicious spiral could erode normal management and the 

effectiveness and efficiency of governance (Mishler and Rose, 1997; Nye et al., 1997).  

Therefore, trust is understood as a key element of legitimacy. Fukuyama (1995) 

compares trust to a social lubricant and glue because political trust is driven by the aim 

of linking citizens to institutions, achieving good governance, and gaining public support 

for development (Scheidegger and Staerklé, 2011). Trust could serve as an important 

synthetic force within society and help to establish a politically stable relationship 

between the state and the people, which is important to ensure the state’s ability to 

reflect the popular will (Bianco, 1994; Bramwell, 2011). On the other hand, trust 

provides a way to explain the breakdown of social relations and investigate why 

institutions find it difficult to foster public participation (Tait, 2012). Without political 

trust, any actions taken by a government institution may be perceived as futile and 

political legitimacy and effective authority cannot be achieved (Purcell and Nevins, 

2005). 

For the purposes of this study, trust matters for general political stability; for 

governments to be trusted and legitimate they need the agencies of government to be 

trustworthy. Further, trust helps ensure that people comply with decisions; that they 

will trust governments when they say something is safe or not safe (e.g. when water can 

be consumed, or when it cannot). This is obviously important for public safety and also 

for governance efficiency. For instance, trust may mean that people do not spend energy 

and money treating water, or buying bottled water, when they do not need to or that 

governments do not feel pressured to treat water to a higher standard than is necessary 

in order to satisfy distrusting consumers.  
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2.4 Factors used to explain trust  

North American scholars have been concerned about the problem of declining political 

trust for more than 30 years. Political trust has now been studied in many parts of the 

world, including Asia, Europe and Australia (Abrajano and Alvarez, 2010; André, 2014). 

Among this large body of literature, there have been increasing insights into the factors 

that influence trust and the mechanisms through which social involvement influences 

trust. For instance, Chryssochoidis et al. (2009) suggest that perception of information, 

perception of risk management, institutional characteristics, and individual and socio-

cultural characteristics are all factors that are influential for trust. 

To assist in understanding the questions and methods for this study, Tables 2-3, 2-4, 2-

5, and 2-6 list the variables and effects that have been studied in empirical studies of 

political trust. These papers were selected through a key word search on ‘political trust’ 

in Scopus, and then the results were filtered by: published date (from 2000 to present), 

document type (article or review), and subject area (social science, arts and humanities, 

environmental science). The results were then sorted by relevance, and 800 papers were 

selected. Some other related interesting and highly cited articles have also been taken 

into account. 

From this literature, five groups of factors that affect political trust have been identified: 

demographic factors; values and attitudes; news media; institutional variables, and 

cultural variables. Three of these groups of variables identified in the literature 

principally relate to the latter (demographic factors, values and attitudes, and culture) 

and all largely influence people’s expectations. Of the other two, the news media 

provides information that influences people’s understanding of the performance of 

government institutions, and institutional variables mainly refer to the government’s 

performance. 

It is necessary to consider the issue of systemic political differences between China and 

Western democratic countries. For example, the USA is a typical federal political system 

with the power divided between a national/central government and the States. China is 

a unitary state where power and political structure is highly centralised. In general, there 
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are five layers of state administration- from top to bottom-the centre (zhongyang 中央), 

province (sheng 省), cities (shi 市), counties (xian 县), and townships (xiang 乡 or zhen

镇). China now has 22 provinces, 5 autonomous regions, and 4 centrally administrated 

municipalities (Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjing and Chongqing) which have the same rank as 

provinces2.  

Although the Chinese political system is divided into three nationwide bureaucratic 

hierarchies – the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the government, and the military 

(Lieberthal, 1995) – the Central Committee of the CCP acts as the headquarters and 

ultimately controls the mobility of government officials (Li and Zhou, 2005). The public 

tends to see the Centre as the unified body (Li, 2013). This is different from that which 

has been reported in democracies where citizens have varying levels of trust in 

legislative, executive and judicial branch (Citrin and Muste, 1999). Section 2.6 puts this 

in the context and discusses why Chinese citizens are generally more trusting of their 

government than are the citizens of other countries.   

2.4.1 Demographic variables 

As can be seen from Table 2-3, the influence of most elements that shape political trust 

is mixed. Take demographic factors for example: age, gender and income have 

conflicting results, while the outcomes about education, occupation and experience are 

mostly consistent. For instance, a survey in 11 cities of China claimed that older people 

and high-income groups feel more trust in the government (Qiu et al, 2012). However, 

Moy and Scheufele (2000) analysed the data from the 1996 American National Election 

Study and argued that demographic factors such as age, gender, and income, account 

for little in understanding the variance of political trust. Whereas, based on the same 

data, Mangum (2011) finds demographic variables such as age, residence location and 

social location matter for attitude toward the government among African Americans.  

                                                           
2 Here China means mainland China which excludes Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau. 
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Although it is well accepted that education is related to trust, the sign (positive or 

negative) of the association is not clear. Some claim that higher education levels lead to 

lower trust in political institutions. For example, Sun et al. (2012) examined trust in the 

police in eight cities in China and found that trust fell as education levels increased. They 

explain this as highly educated people are more aware of flaws in the country, such as 

corruption, or the ways in which the government could do better. Consequently, 

education has positive effects on trust in institutions in countries classified as ‘non-

corrupt’, and the opposite effect in countries classified as ‘corrupt’ (Mangum, 2011; 

Serritzlew and Svendsen, 2011; Hakhverdian and Mayne, 2012). Since the results are 

inconsistent, it is worthwhile testing these variables with new data as this thesis 

proposes to do. 

Occupation has been found matter for political trust. Qiu et al. (2012) report that people 

who worked in government agencies are more likely to think the government is 

trustworthy. In a study about public attitudes to nuclear power, He et al. (2014) find 

village cadres had more trust in information coming from the government and the 

nuclear industry than ordinary villagers. Experience seems to have considerable 

influence on public attitude toward the government (Shi, 2001); especially when it is too 

complicated for laypeople to access the resources or interest to assess risks, people 

generate their attitudes (trust) towards risk managers or authorities based on prior 

experience (Trettin and Musham, 2000; Hupcey et al., 2001; Poortinga and Pidgeon, 

2003; Abrajano and Alvarez, 2010). This is exemplified in the work undertaken by 

Abrajano and Alvarez (2010), who report that Latino people in the United States, who 

have experienced racial or ethnic discrimination in their lives, have less trust in the 

government.  

Indeed, immigration is often considered to be a factor in political trust because overseas 

immigrants normally have different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds to native 

residents. Based on the previous literature, it has been confirmed that migration has 

some relationship with political trust and moreover, migrants tend to exhibit higher 

levels of political trust than natives (Röder and Mühlau, 2012; André, 2014). One 

explanation is considering the disruptive process of changing countries that the first-

generation immigrants have been through, they usually hold low expectations and 
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positive evaluations of institutional performance in their new countries (Maxwell, 2010a; 

Röder and Mühlau, 2012). This low expectation, thus, leads to a positive attitude to the 

government in destination countries (André, 2014). On the other hand, trust in the pre-

migration government seems to carry through to higher trust in the migrant’s new 

government; for example, Wals (2010) reported that immigrants from Mexico who trust 

in the Mexican government are more likely to trust in the U.S. government as well. This 

is supported by Ljunge’s (2014) research, which found that the levels of political trust of 

second-generation immigrants are related to their father’s birthplace: if the father was 

born in a more democratic country, the second-generation immigrants expressed higher 

trust.  

However, all the above-mentioned research concerns international migrants, and the 

implications of these results for countries with high levels of internal migration (such as 

China) are less clear. In China, the number of overseas immigrants with Chinese 

citizenship is not large, but there are very large numbers of migrants from rural areas 

entering cities. Although the native residents have the same cultural and political 

background, their economic position and social resources are often different, which is 

also said to be a critical factor in political trust (Careja and Emmenegger, 2012; de 

Vroome et al., 2013).  

Inspired by these findings, factors that have been repeatedly tested as effective for 

understanding trust will be employed in this research, such as age, gender, occupation, 

economic status and education level. In addition, adapting to the context of study site, 

migration, especially from rural to urban, together with the hukou status will be 

considered in this study3. The data about people’s knowledge and experience related to 

fresh water supply will be collected through qualitative interview.  

  

                                                           
3 A detailed introduction of hukou system in China including its development will be presented in 

Chapter 4. 
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Table 2-3 Effects of demographic variables on political trust 

Factors Issue Research region Significant 

influence* 

References 

age GM food China Yes(+) Qiu et al. (2012) 

police China Yes(+) Wu and Sun (2009) 

general   USA No Moy and Scheufele (2000) 

gender general   USA No Moy and Scheufele (2000) 

police  China Yes1 Sun et al. (2012) 

education level general  USA Yes(+) Moy and Scheufele (2000) 

nuclear 

facilities 

China Yes(-) He et al. (2014) 

police China Yes(-) Sun et al. (2012) 

general USA Yes(-) Converse (1972) 

general Switzerland Yes(+) Scheidegger and Staerklé 

(2011) 

general 21 countries Yes  Serritzlew and Svendsen 

(2011) 

general  USA Yes(-) Mangum (2011) 

economic status  

 

general   USA No Moy and Scheufele (2000) 

nuclear 

facilities 

China Yes(-) He et al. (2014) 

general Switzerland Yes(+) Scheidegger and Staerklé 

(2011) 
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occupation  nuclear 

facilities 

China Yes2   He et al. (2014) 

GM food China Yes3 Qiu et al. (2012) 

forestry 

certifiers 

British Columbia Yes4 McDermott (2012) 

socialisation experiences with 

government 

general Central and Eastern Europe 

countries 

Yes Mishler and Rose (1997) 

experience of discrimination general Latinos in the USA Yes Abrajano and Alvarez (2010) 

urban experience general Taiwan and mainland China Yes(-) Shi (2001) 

experience with public officials water policy USA Yes Ormerod and Scott (2012) 

political participation and e-government 

measures 

general Australia and New Zealand Yes(-) Goldfinch et al. (2009) 

immigrants: generational status general Latinos in USA Yes Abrajano and Alvarez (2010) 

immigrants general European countries Yes Ljunge (2014) 

migrants general European Union countries Yes5 André (2014) 

knowledge food-related 

risks 

U.K. No Frewer et al. (1996) 

legal knowledge general China Yes(-) Yang and Tang (2010) 

* Yes for significant influence exists, No means there is no significant relationship between factor and dependent variable. Where there is not indicating the sign +/- is due 

to the authors just concluded with the significant correlation without pointing out whether it is positive or negative. 

(+) shows the influence is positive, and (–) represents negative influence. For example, in the research of Qiu et al. (2012), (+) means older people show higher levels of 

trust in government; in Wu and Sun’s (2009) research, (+) reflects that younger Chinese tend to have lower levels of trust in police. In the study of Sun et al. (2012), (-) 
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reflects that with an increase in educational attainment, the odds of trust in the police reduce. As not all the research states exact positive or negative effects (most just 

conclude with whether there is a significant relationship between trust and factors), the (+) or (-) is not consistent.  

1 Females are more likely to trust. 

2 Village cadres are more likely to trust. 

3 Consumers working in government or public sectors and retired consumers have more trust in government.  

4 Environmentalists most trust forestry certifiers, while industries most distrust them. 

5 In most EU countries being examined, no significant difference between migrants and natives are found. However, when the difference was significant, migrants showed 

higher levels of political trust in most instances. 
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2.4.2 Values and attitudes 

Religion, ideology, life satisfaction, perception of freedom, equality, safety and fairness 

are all part of what this thesis calls ‘values and attitudes’, whose impacts on political 

trust have been examined (Table 2-4). Ideology is usually seen to be highly relevant to 

political trust. For example, in the U.S., self-designated liberals usually express greater 

trust in the government (Moy and Scheufele, 2000) than citizens of other political 

persuasions. In addition, people with higher levels of life satisfaction display higher 

levels of political trust (Wong et al., 2011), and not surprisingly, in China, Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) members show higher level of political trust than the general 

population (Qiu et al., 2012; He et al., 2014). A Swiss survey shows that perceived 

political powerlessness massively decreases political trust (Scheidegger and Staerklé, 

2011). Besides, Chi et al. (2013) argue that when people perceive their income and their 

opportunities to be unequal, political trust is eroded. In contemporary China, the income 

gap is significant and likely to be a longstanding social problem. The effects of a sense of 

income equality would be worth studying. 

Using the 2004 China Values and Ethics Survey data, Yang and Tang (2010) explored the 

origins of trust in three kinds of institutions: trust in administrative institutions, legal 

institutions, and societal institutions. Their research shows that when the effects of 

modernisation variables (such as income and gender equity) and mobilisation variables 

(such as media exposure and political interest) are controlled, cultural values play a 

significant role in institutional trust: people with traditional values are more likely to 

trust institutions. 

It is noteworthy that contrary to the conventional assumption, people from Taiwan and 

mainland China do not have problems reporting their true feelings towards the 

government for fear of being reported to the authorities (Shi, 2001). This indicates that 

political fear plays no independent role in shaping political trust in these two societies. 

More specifically, the Chinese public are not afraid to show strong criticism of some 

aspects of Chinese society, but they express high levels of confidence in the national 

government because the positive effects of fast economic development dominate the 

effects of criticism (Wang, 2005).  
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There seems to be a relationship between the importance of religion in a person’s life 

and institutional trust. For instance, Charles (2010) finds that strong religious beliefs are 

an indicator of trust in religious institutions in South Caucasus. Different regions can 

explain some differences of people’s institutional trust. According to a study in Ghana, 

those who are of Catholic and Pentecostal faiths have higher levels of trust in institutions 

than those who have no, or other, religious beliefs (Addai et al., 2011). British Muslims 

are more likely to have high levels of trust in the government compared with Christians 

(Maxwell, 2010b). The context of religion in China is quite different from that in Western 

societies. According to Chen and Williams (2016), the major traditional religions in China, 

such as Buddhism and Daoism, are generally loosely organised and non-congregational, 

which make the interaction with lay believers very weak; on the other hand, church-

based religions, for example Protestantism and Islam, are recognised as semi-official 

organisations, which aim to help the party-state enforce religious policy (Xing, 2003). 

Therefore, in this study, religion is not assessed as a factor influencing political trust.  

2.4.3 Institutional variables 

Institutional theories hypothesise that trust in political institutions is politically 

endogenous. The base of this explanation is that political trust is a product of rational 

evaluation. Levels of trust in political institutions are seen to depend on the evaluation 

of the performance of government agencies, including the absence of corruption (Table 

2-5) (Mishler and Rose, 2001; Shi, 2001; André, 2014).  

The effect of institutional performance on political trust appears to be robust. Through 

a study in Eastern and Central Europe and the former Soviet Union, Mishler and Rose 

(2001) use a lifetime learning model to test the determinants of trust in political 

institutions and find institutional explanations are more strongly supported than cultural 

theories. Among institutional variables, the economic and political performances of the 

government are the most powerful determinants of political trust (Wong et al., 2011). 

In Mauritius and Canada, the political and economic performance of government 

significantly predicts political trust (Nunkoo et al., 2012; Nunkoo and Smith, 2013).  
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Scale can play an important role in people’s perception of the trustworthiness of 

governments/government institutions. This is not hard to understand if we accept the 

assumption that people assess the trustworthiness of institutions based on their 

experience of dealing with specific service providers (Christensen and Lægreid, 2005). 

Compared with the local government and public institutions, central and upper levels of 

government are very removed, and can be seen as amorphous. It is reported that due 

to the closer distance between the decentralised government and people and higher 

frequency of contact, local governments hold more trust than the central governments 

(Bouckaert and Van de Walle, 2001). This mirrors the theory of the ‘paradox of distance’ 

described by Frederickson (1997), namely that people trust the nearby government 

officials and believe the removed government officials are in incompetent, lazy, and 

probably dishonest. But this is not the same situation in China, where usually the central 

government enjoys higher level of trust than local governments (Li, 2004, 2016). Section 

2.6 provides a detailed discussion about trust differentiation between different levels of 

government in China.  

Though of course trust will vary according to location and issue, a high level of political 

trust in one institution tends to extend to other institutions (Christensen and Lægreid, 

2005), this research nevertheless provides some insight into trust in higher levels of 

government since the government is one site and level in a one party-state. Shanghai 

presents an interesting case, because it is a direct-controlled municipality (provincial 

government), and the Shanghai government is responsible for the fresh water supply 

services for over 24 million residents. Overall, institutional performances will be 

examined in this thesis.  



42 
 

Table 2-4 Effects of values and attitudes variables on political trust 

Factors Issue Research region Significant 
influence 

References 

ideology: conservative general USA Yes(-) Moy and Scheufele (2000) 

ideology: CCP members GM food China Yes(+) Qiu et al. (2012) 

religion religious 
institutions 

South Caucasus (Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia) 

Yes Charles (2010) 

religion: Catholic and 
Pentecostal/Evangelical 

general  Ghana Yes Addai et al. (2011) 

religion: Muslims general Britain Yes Maxwell (2010b) 

life satisfaction general Asian societies Yes(+) Wong et al. (2011) 

strong civic national identity general Europe Yes(+) Berg and Hjerm (2010) 

strong ethnic national identity general Europe Yes(-) Berg and Hjerm (2010) 

sense of safety police China Yes(+) Sun et al. (2012) 

perception of political power police China Yes(+) Wu and Sun (2009) 

perception of political powerless  general Swiss Yes(-) Scheidegger and Staerklé 
(2011) 

perception of freedom and fairness  general Central and Eastern Europe 
countries 

Yes(+) Mishler and Rose (1997) 

freedom food-related 
risks 

U.K. No Frewer et al. (1996) 

perception of income inequality general Korea Yes(-) Chi et al. (2013) 

political fear general Taiwan and mainland China No  Shi (2001) 

perception of free and fair elections general South Korea Yes(+) Park (2011) 
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Table 2-5 Effects of institutional variables on political trust 

Factors Issue Research region Significant 

influence 

References 

perception of economic performance general Kosovo Yes Camaj (2014) 

perception of political performance general Kosovo No Camaj (2014) 

perception of government performance on the 

economy, political corruption, public services, and 

crime. 

general Japan and South Korea Yes Kim (2010) 

evaluations of contemporary performance  general Central and Eastern 

Europe countries 

Yes Mishler and Rose (1997, 

2001) 

perception of economic and political performance of 

institutions 

tourism Mauritius Yes Nunkoo et al. (2012) 

perception of the political and economic performance of 

government actors 

tourism Canada Yes Nunkoo and Smith 

(2013) 

residents' views of procedural justice general USA: Utah Yes Petrzelka et al. (2013) 

perception of official corruption  general South Korea Yes Park (2011) 

perception of government performance  general Taiwan and China Yes  Shi (2001) 

perception of economic government performance  general 6 Asian societies Yes(+) Wong et al. (2011) 

evaluation of institutional performance  general China Yes(+) Yang and Tang (2010) 
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2.4.4 Cultural variables 

Cultural theories hypothesise that political trust is exogenous and is a product of long-

term attitudes and beliefs stemming from social norms and values (Mishler and Rose, 

2001; Shi, 2001). Historical legacy, traditionalism, authoritarianism, traditional 

hierarchical ideas and interpersonal trust are usually recognised within this category.  

The effect of historical legacies on the political trust of young people in post-socialist 

countries was explored by Dimitrova-Grajzl and Simon (2010). They claim that historical 

legacy is a determinant of political trust in young people and accounts for much variation 

in individuals’ trust in government. Asian political culture is inclined to emphasize 

harmony and hierarchical relationships (Chang and Huang, 2016). Recognised as a 

country with traditional culture, in China, the political culture was found to play an 

essential role in shaping political trust (Shi, 2001).   

Interpersonal trust is perceived as an element of culture. It is an important social capital 

and is culturally determined, so specific to cultures (Putnam, 1993; Fukuyama, 2001). 

Likewise, Nunkoo et al. (2012) and Mendoza-Botelho (2013) report that interpersonal 

trust and trust in institutions has a statistically significant relationship, where 

interpersonal trust facilitates cooperation and reciprocity in institutions, in line with the 

research of Putnam (1993). However, Nunkoo and Smith (2013) later note that this 

correlation is not strong enough to prove that there is an actual causal association 

between interpersonal and political trust. Similarly, through a comparative study of six 

Asian societies, Wong et al. (2011) find that compared with institutional factors, such as 

the economic and political performance of government, cultural factors such as post-

materialism, traditionalism, and authoritarianism have very limited effects to determine 

political trust. Therefore, in some circumstances, interpersonal trust may have a positive 

effect on the political context (Suh et al., 2012), while in other situations it may only 

have limited influence for administrative trust but fail to show any independent effect 

on legal and societal trust (Yang and Tang, 2010), or be too weak to play a role (Mishler 

and Rose, 2001).  
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Table 2-6 Effects of cultural variables on political trust of empirical literature reviewed 

Factors Issue Research region Significant 
influence 

References 

historical legacy general Central and Eastern European and former 
Soviet Union countries 

Yes Dimitrova-Grajzl and 
Simon (2010) 

cultural theory: historical legacy general Central and Eastern European and former 
Soviet Union countries 

Yes Dimitrova-Grajzl and 
Simon (2010) 

cultural theory general post-Communist countries in Eastern and 
Central Europe and the former Soviet Union 

No Mishler and Rose 
(2001) 

cultural theory (traditionalism, 
authoritarianism, and post-materialism) 

general 6 Asian societies No Wong et al. (2011) 

cultural theory (attitudes to traditional 
hierarchical ideas)  

general China Yes(+) Yang and Tang (2010) 

cultural theory  general Switzerland No Scheidegger and 
Staerklé (2011) 

socialist values: socialist sympathy general Germany Yes(-) Schnaudt (2013) 

interpersonal trust  
 
 
 

tourism  Mauritius Yes Nunkoo et al. (2012) 

tourism  Canada No Nunkoo and Smith 
(2013) 

general China No Yang and Tang (2010) 

general China No Yang and Tang (2010) 

general Bolivia Yes(+) Mendoza-Botelho 
(2013) 

general post-Communist countries in Eastern and 
Central Europe and the former Soviet Union 

No Mishler and Rose 
(2001) 
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2.4.5 News media exposure 

The main role of the media is to provide information services to the public. To some 

extent, the public depend on the media to evaluate the performance of the government. 

Hence, media consumption may play a pivotal role in shaping public attitudes towards 

government institutions and building political trust, and media exposure could be a tool 

for helping the government to accumulate trust (Chen and Shi, 2001; Camaj, 2014). The 

effects of media access and exposure on political trust, however, are mixed. Specifically, 

media consumption may induce positive or negative evaluations of political leadership 

based on the tone which media reports are presented, the media sources or even the 

distinct recipients.  

Previous studies suggest that political trust is indeed somewhat dependent on the 

positive or negative tone of the media. For instance, the 2002 Dutch election campaign 

was unprecedentedly negative and so was the news that covered this campaign. The 

negative news on televisions and newspapers significantly raised public distrust in party 

leaders (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2006). Besides, the content of media programs has an 

impact on trust, too. Based on a national survey in Dutch, Aarts and Semetko (2003) 

report that regularly watching television news on the public service channels facilitates 

political trust, whereas regularly opting for commercial television news has a negative 

effect on people’s trust. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 in New York, 

the effect of media use on trust was explored. Gross et al. (2004) note that during the 

media surge that followed the terrorist attacks, television news use was associated with 

higher levels of trust in government and confidence in institutions in the U.S. However, 

individual-level changes in trust over the following year were not attributable to media 

use or changes in media use. This is not in line with reports in 2000 that watching 

television news undermined trust in political institutions while reading newspapers and 

watching television entertainment content enhanced social trust (Moy and Scheufele, 

2000). This possibly has something to do with the potential patriotic feelings in the U.S. 

inspired by the attack itself during that time and the more patriotic tone of media 

information.   
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The effects of newspaper, television and Internet information have been comparatively 

studied. For example, Camaj (2014) claims that political information from Internet has a 

negative indirect relationship with overall trust in institutions, whereas radio and 

newspaper use have positive indirect relationships with institutional trust. By 

comparison, Claes et al. (2011) challenge these findings through a study among Belgian 

late adolescents, reporting that politically-informed adolescents appear to have higher 

levels of trust than those who do not follow political news regularly.  

There is growing interest in the relationship of non-traditional media and political trust 

in the western world, including comedy talk shows and satirical news. Exposure to 

comedy talk shows, satirical news, and cable opinion news was either directly or 

indirectly associated with distrust in politicians, argued by Guggenheim et al. (2011) 

through a study in U.S. Specifically, Becker (2011) provided evidence of a positive 

relationship between exposure to network political comedy and political trust through 

research in the U.S. in 2009. A study in Israel showed that exposure to entertainment 

talk shows was positively related with political trust, while exposure to political comedy 

was negatively related with political trust; comparatively, news exposure was not 

significantly related to security concerns and political trust (Tsfati et al., 2009). This 

result might be due to the very critical and unflattering tone of comedy shows and the 

image often presented of politicians as dishonest, selfish, and self-centred. The reason 

for these disagreements may be due to the demographic differences among audiences.  

Personal background and individual characteristics moderate the influence of media 

exposure on political trust. For example, employing some survey data about media use 

and campaign dynamics during the 2000 presidential election in the U.S., Avery (2007) 

observes that if the recipients already hold a relatively high level of political trust, then 

they tend to become more trusting following exposure to newspapers, and less trusting, 

following exposure to television news, while those with low levels of political trust do 

not become more (or less) trusting due to news exposure regardless of the news source. 

In some circumstances, education levels may interact with media influence. Mangum 

(2011) finds that African Americans who are well-educated and regular readers of 

newspapers are less likely to trust the government. Additionally, Wilkins and Bates (1995) 

surveyed the effect of television news exposure on public attitudes to the Chinese 
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government. They found women and young people tend to distrust the Chinese 

government, regardless of their news exposure. While for men and those with middle 

to high socio-economic status, television news exposure is associated with trust in China.  

In the case of China, news media shares something in common with education in that 

they are both vehicles for propaganda, which tends to consolidate political trust (Shen 

and Guo, 2013). Hence, the mass media in China is regarded as ‘the mouthpiece of the 

party-state’ under the ultimate control of the party (Yang et al., 2014: 48). Nevertheless, 

information flow manipulated by the state does not help build political trust, on the 

contrary, there is evidence that it is responsible for political alienation among the public 

(Chen and Shi, 2001). At present, although non-traditional media is not quite as 

prevalent in China as elsewhere, the mass media serves as a more and more powerful 

institution in ‘representing public opinion, debating social issues, and monitoring the 

local government’ (Yang and Tang, 2010: 418), especially internet and independent 

news media. Overall, the influence of media consumption on public trust in institutions 

in China is worthy to discuss.  

To conclude, in this thesis, individual demographic factors will be discussed as important 

independent variables based on the survey data. Perception of risks and political 

empowerment will be given a good discussion. News media exposure, and perception 

of institutional performance will be considered as reference points in interpretations of 

qualitative data. Cultural variables will not be considered in this thesis for the reasons 

presented above.  
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Table 2-7 Effects of news media on political trust 

Factors Issue Research region Significant 
influence* 

References 

news media general China Yes(-) Chen and Shi (2001) 

television news 1997 Hong Kong 
transition 

Hong Kong Yes1(+) Wilkins and Bates 
(1995) 

television news 1997 Hong Kong 
transition 

Hong Kong No2 

television news general USA Yes Gross et al. (2004) 

network political comedy general USA Yes(+) Becker (2011)  

entertainment talk shows and political comedy general Israel Yes Tsfati et al. (2009) 

news exposure general Israel No Tsfati et al. (2009) 

newspaper and television entertainment general USA No Moy and Scheufele 
(2000) 

political information on television and internet general Belgium Yes Claes et al. (2011) 

newspapers general USA Yes3 Mangum (2011) 

news media general Taiwan and mainland 
China 

Yes(-) Shi (2001) 

newspaper and television news general USA Yes4 Avery (2007) 

political news on television, newspapers, and 
other media tools 

general China Yes5  Yang et al. (2014) 

political information from internet, radio and 
newspaper 

general Kosovo Yes Camaj (2014) 

comedy talk shows, satirical news, and cable 
opinion news 

general USA No Guggenheim et al. 
(2011) 
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public service channels on television and 
commercial television news  

general Netherlands Yes Aarts and Semetko 
(2003) 

1 For men and those with middle to high socio-economic status, television news exposure is associated with trust in mainland China. 

2 Women and younger people tend to distrust the government in mainland China, regardless of their news exposure. 

3 Dependant on the education level of recipients  

4 The effects depend on the existing trust level of recipients 

5 Media consumption increases trust in high-profile institutions such as the central government and the Communist Party (in mainland China) and decreases trust in low 

profile institutions – local governments, the civil service, courts, and police. 
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2.5 Association between risk perception and political trust  

Theoretically, trust is almost meaningless without a sense of risk. It is widely accepted 

and understood as ‘uncontroversial’ (Grabner-Kräuter and Kaluscha, 2003) that trust will 

only arise in uncertain and risky environments. Therefore, trust has been thought of as 

a key part of the solution for managing risk, and there are many publications on the 

efficacy of trust for risk management and risk regulation within different contexts, for 

instance, climate change and environmental risks (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2003; Earle 

and Siegrist, 2008; Chryssochoidis et al., 2009; Earle, 2010; Brown, 2016). Empirically, 

scholars are more inclined to explore the cause and effect relationship between trust 

and risk perception, yet the relationship is still not clear (Mayer, 1995). 

Whether and how risk relates to trust has long been a topic of investigation and study. 

The answers vary across contexts. For example, Eiser et al. (2002) proposed two models 

– the causal model of trust and the associationist model of trust – to explain the relations 

between trust, risk perception and acceptability (acceptability here means the 

acceptance of risks that usually come with a policy or some new technology, for example) 

(Figure 2-2). The causal model demonstrates a causal relation between trust and risk 

perception – specifically, higher trust prompts lower risk perception, which then brings 

about higher acceptance of the policy or technology. This causal relationship has been 

found useful for explaining public attitudes toward technological hazards (such as 

nuclear power and biotechnology), chemical substances (such as pesticides and food 

preservatives) and natural hazards (such as floods, earthquakes and volcano eruptions) 

(Bronfman et al., 2008). This finding has support from many researchers. For instance, 

Wachinger et al. (2013) reviewed selected publications on risk perception connected 

with natural hazards (floods, earthquakes and volcano eruptions), and asserted that 

trust in authorities and experts, and personal experience of a natural hazard, have the 

most substantial influence on risk perception. Furthermore, a study carried out by 

Siegrist (2000) demonstrates that if people trust institutions using gene technology, they 

will be more aware of the benefits of GM food and will consider the risks to be relatively 

low, which furthermore influences their acceptance of the technology. Likewise, Ross et 

al. (2014) report that in Australia, higher levels of trust in water authorities reduces 



52 
 

perception of the risk of consuming recycled water, which in turn leads to higher levels 

of community acceptance. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-2 The causal model of trust (above) and the associationist model of trust 
(below) 

This figure is reproduced from Poortinga and Pidgeon (2005)  

In contrast, the associationist model makes no claim to causality. Instead, this model 

rejects the direct correlation between trust and risk perception, and argues instead that 

trust and perceived risk are independently and directly associated with acceptability. 

With regard to its application, Bronfman et al. (2008) find that the associationist trust 

model can be used to explain the acceptance of environmental hazards (such as climate 

change, greenhouse effect and air pollution) and public trust in regulatory authorities. 

It may be then that the extent to which people accept an environmental hazard 

influences their risk perception and their trust in the regulatory authorities. Regarding 

GM food, for example, Poortinga and Pidgeon (2005) tested both models by exploring 

the role of trust in Britain and find that rather than being a determinant, trust in the 

government is more a consequence of the acceptability of GM food.  

Earle (2010) reviewed 132 articles about trust (or confidence) in risk management, 

finding that the strength and sign of the relation between trust and risk perception vary 

across contexts. Among the reviewed articles, 57 studied the antecedents of trust 

(factors that play a role in trust judgements) and 102 studied the consequences of trust 

judgements, and 27 talked about both antecedents and consequences. The six types of 

antecedents that Earle summarises are acceptance of risk (as explained above), 

similarity (shared values), confidence (such as general confidence in the trustee), 

Trust Risk perception Acceptability 

Trust Risk perception 

Acceptability 
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attributes of trustworthiness (such as honesty, accountability, knowledge, transparency, 

competence, and concern), ability (such as types of expertise, control, or experience), 

and ‘other’. Acceptance of risk is one of the six types of consequence as well. The other 

types of consequences of trust are risk perception, benefit perception, support for risk 

management policies and practices, affective responses, and intentions. This indicates 

that, as recorded by previous studies, the acceptance of risk seems to be bound up in 

the risk-trust relationship, and may be a predictor and/or a consequence of trust.  

Knowledge and similarity (shared values) are two factors identified in the literature that 

might affect the relationships between risk perception and trust (Earle, 2010). When 

people lack knowledge in some domain, such as about a kind of technology, hazard or 

new policy, or when they lack the ability to manage some complicated task, they mainly 

rely on trust to make judgments in dealing with this situation of uncertainty (Earle and 

Cvetkovich, 1995; Sztompka, 1999; Luhmann, 2000; Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000). 

Generally, the higher the level of a trustee’s knowledge in some domain, the weaker the 

relationship between their risk perception and trust (that is, the more people know, the 

less trust and risk seem to be an important issue) (Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000; Sjöberg, 

2002). This is demonstrated by a cross-national study in Europe, in which Viklund (2003) 

finds that trust is a significant predictor of perceived risk but with different strengths 

across the studied countries and types of risks. Moreover, the strength is mediated by 

different levels of knowledge. An explanation for the result that people only rely on 

experts or authorities for hazardous technologies (such as nuclear power), is that most 

laypeople do not have essential knowledge about those technologies. It is different for 

more everyday hazardous activities (such as smoking), which people think they can 

make judgements about based on their own knowledge, and in these cases, no 

significant relationship between risk perception and trust has been found (Siegrist and 

Cvetkovich, 2000). This analysis is also supported by Nakayachi and Ozaki (2014), who 

studied the public’s trust in disaster risk managers who are responsible for accidents at 

nuclear plants. They point out that the public tends not to know much about disasters 

or accidents related with nuclear power, and so a high correlation is found between the 

ratings of trustworthiness of risk managers and the perception of risk reduction by the 

public. 
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Similarity between the trustee and trustor is a factor that may affect the association 

between risk perception and trust. Various studies test for similarity in different ways, 

but mainly focusing on whether the trustor shares a similar opinion (way of thinking), 

and goals and values with the trustee. Scholars hypothesise that the relationship 

between trust and risk perception is related to the perception of shared salient values 

and commitments: if the referents share the consequences of poor risk management 

with the public, they tend to gain more trust (Twyman et al., 2008; Nakayachi and Ozaki, 

2014). For example, Sjöberg and Drottz-Sjöberg (2009) find that public risk perception 

of a nuclear waste repository is negatively correlated with the trustworthiness of 

pertinent authorities, but positively associated with trust in the experts who publicly 

denounced nuclear power. Nakayachi and Ozaki (2014) also emphasise the positive 

effect of risk managers in heightening trust when they share a common risk with local 

residents. In a similar vein, Earle (2010) finds that the relationship between trust and 

risk perception tends to be negative when the referent of trust is risk managers, and 

positive when the referent is critical of risk managers.  

To conclude then, risky environments and uncertain situations are well-accepted 

preconditions for trust. Risk perception and acceptability play an important role in 

understanding trust in different contexts. Knowledge and similarity (shared values) are 

important in modifying associations between political trust and public risk perception. 

Nevertheless, the factors do not comprehensively explain trust: much remains poorly 

understood and unknown (Sjöberg, 2001; Das and Teng, 2004). Moreover, much of what 

is known is based on quantitative data from surveys in western countries. Clearly, more 

context-based factors may need to be considered in order to understand the unsettled 

relationships between risk perception and trust.  

2.6 Trust research in China 

China, its rapid economic development and its particular political conditions have 

attracted much interest from political geographers and social scientists. Especially, the 

global phenomenon of declining political trust has been observed in democratic 

societies (Abrajano and Alvarez, 2010; André, 2014), while the Chinese government, 
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though commonly perceived as an authoritarian regime, still enjoys a consistently high 

level of political trust (Newton, 2001). The United Nations World Value Survey (2010-

2014) even shows that the Chinese government is the second most trusted by its people 

among the 59 countries in which including many democratic countries such as Australia.  

The unique Chinese cultural background has attracted the attention of researchers 

trying to find answers for the seemingly high political trust. The long term feudal politics 

and autocracy have trained the public to perceive that their relationship with authorities 

is hierarchical rather than reciprocal, and individual benefits should be sacrificed to 

some extent for a collective interest. So, the Chinese population are less critical overall 

of their government and when they are failed by government performance, they may 

choose to forfeit their expectations rather than withdraw their support for the 

government as people in democratic societies normally do (Shi, 2001, 2009). Shi (2001) 

compared the influence of culture to political trust in the mainland China and Taiwan, 

(which has a similar cultural background to mainland China but a more democratic 

regime). He finds that political culture plays an important role in shaping political trust 

in both societies. However, education and income largely mediated the cultural 

influence, because people with higher education levels and a good income tend to 

perceive the relationship with authority as reciprocal and would more actively work to 

assert their own interests (Shi, 2009).   

Many studies have reported trust discrepancies in China in the context of the ostensibly 

high levels of political trust (Yang et al., 2014). These discrepancies are embodied in both 

trustors and trustees. For instance, Lo et al. (2016) compared the urban citizens and 

villages’ trust in grassroots-level institutions, and found that urban citizens tend to be 

more critical and sceptical about the integrity of their institutions than villagers with 

their counterparts. The referent usually was divided as two groups: high level 

government (central government and provincial government) and low level government 

or grassroots government (township government, county government, and city 

government). The general conclusion from this perspective is that Chinese people show 

hierarchical trust levels towards the government: high level government enjoys higher 

level of farmers’ trust than grassroots government (Hu, 2007). A similar result was 

reported by Li (2004, 2016) that rural people hold the attitude that the central 
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government is benevolent and the local cadres are predatory. In his study, people gave 

more credit to the high level government, because they believe ‘the Centre’ intends to 

be beneficial. When they are failed, they conclude that ‘the Centre’ is not able to 

guarantee that good policies are conducted faithfully by lower levels government, rather 

than withdraw their trust in ‘the Centre’.  

In addition to the national and local institutional trust discrepancy, trust in other political 

institutions varies, too. For example, it has been reported that the People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) and the National People’s Congress (NPC) enjoy far higher levels of trust than 

individual government officials and public security agencies (Chen and Shi, 2001). One 

plausible explanation is political trust in low level government is more dependent on the 

assessment of their performance, while trust in high level government may come from 

a Confucian and political culture (Shi, 2001; Li, 2004), which is different from the 

generalized assumptions that are made about political trust based on studies in Western 

democratic states. In addition, trust in the central government may not as solid and 

reassuring as it is supposed to be. Li (2016) argues that as a large number of people 

actually hold hierarchical trust in different levels of government, trust in the central 

government and leaders is actually much weaker than it looks. When people have 

unpleasant experiences with the government, political trust in the corresponding 

government will decrease sharply (Li, 2013).  

Scholars also try to explain this high level of political trust in China from an institutional 

perspective. Yang and Tang (2010) claim that trust is more of an individual rational 

choice, based on the evaluation of institutional performance. Furthermore, they found 

a close relationship between public trust in administrative institutions and a satisfactory 

level of institutional performance. Yu (2012) also reports a positive relationship between 

perceived public service performance and political trust. This performance evaluation 

sometimes comes from indirect aspects. For instance, Wang (2005) argues that it is not 

that Chinese are not critical about politics, but that the fast and continuous economic 

development in China has mediated the sceptical relationship of the public and the 

government. In other words, the good performance in the economic arena helps to 

enhance public support for the government. However, this relationship between 

performance evaluation and political trust is dubious, because this link seems highly 
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reliant on other factors, such as personal expectations of institutional performance or 

cultural background (Yu, 2012).  

Aside from the large body of observations of trust discrepancy in China, attention from 

scholars has also been paid to understanding the sources of trust variations. Media 

exposure has been investigated. Media is usually thought of as the mouthpiece of the 

state, or political propaganda, which should be in favour of political trust. Yang and Tang 

(2010), for example, claim that affluent media consumption leads to more political trust 

in administrative and legal institutions. Shen and Guo (2013) were subtler, claiming that 

although the relations between media consumption and political trust are positive, this 

relationship is massively moderated by national pride. Once an individual’s affective ties 

to the state are gone, the propaganda effect will be negligible. Moreover, evidence that 

stands in opposition to these findings was also reported. Chen and Shi (2001) used 

national survey data from 1993 and 1994, and report that media exposure was 

negatively related with political trust in mainland China, especially when the media 

disclosed some misdoings of the local government which was perceived by people as 

disobeying ‘the Centre’ (Li, 2004). Yang et al. (2014) reached more sophisticated 

conclusions with data collected between 2007 and 2009. They found that media 

exposure increases trust in higher profiles of government, such as Central government 

and the Communist Party, but decreases trust in lower levels of government, such as 

local government and police. With increasing public access to information, and a far less 

well-regulated mass media, (especially new forms of media such as internet and self-

media), media consumption could play a powerful role in representing public opinion 

and monitoring the authorities (Li, 2004; Yang and Tang, 2010; Yang et al., 2014).  

Individual characteristics are the most studied influencing factors for political trust. Shi 

(2001) found that demographic factors, such as age, have no significant relationship with 

political trust. Education closely relates with political trust as it can shape people’s 

orientation and the effect seems to be alienation from the authorities. Li (2004) 

observes that age, gender, education level and Party membership rarely explain the 

variance of political trust in any level of Party committee. Income plays out as a reverse 

U shape effect which means both high and low income groups claim lower political trust 

level than the median income group. Males appear to have less trust in low level 
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government (county, township, and village) than females, but for high level government, 

no significant difference was found. Hu (2007) argued that females trust more in low 

level government than males, while males trust more than females in high level 

government. He also found that education levels are statistically significant for trust in 

high level government, with the inverse trend: higher education level, lower trust. Party 

member and cadre have a certain influence over trust, but it is not statistically significant. 

The other possible explanation for this seemingly high level of political trust in China is 

a methodological bias, which has thus far not been given much consideration. Political 

trust studies usually prefer to use surveys, and to ask generic questions. Take the World 

Value Survey for instance: it draws conclusions about political trust level from a 

nationwide survey with 2300 people, and asking Based on your experience, how much 

confidence do you have in the national government? Similarly, Chen and Shi (2001) use 

data from a nationwide survey, and Yang et al. (2014) use data from Asian Barometer 

Survey to study the media effects on political trust. The questions from the study of 

Chen and Shi (2001) are, for example, ‘Whatever its faults may be, our form of 

government is still the best for us’, and ‘You can generally trust decisions made by the 

central government’. These ask about political trust in its most generalised sense, yet 

political trust arises through experience with specific public institutions on specific 

issues (Fisher et al., 2010; Nunkoo, 2015) (this is why this thesis asks about political trust 

in the context of water). Moreover, in the case of China, a few general questions may 

lead to people giving answers they think the government wants to hear (hence 

overstating the result). 

Previous sections demonstrate that political trust and risk perception are closely related 

either conceptually or empirically. In China, this relationship has not attracted much 

scholarly attention until the past decade, when continual food scandals have been 

disclosed (Chen, 2008; Yan, 2012; Chen, 2013; Yasuda, 2015). It is observed that trust 

plays a positive role in reducing risk perception in food products (Wu et al., 2017). Trust 

in government positively related to consumer’s perception of the safety of food 

products, but this relationship is indirect, effected through a positive influence on public 

trust in food suppliers, such as manufacturers and retailers (Chen, 2013). Meanwhile, 

evidence shows that the food crisis played a vicious role in spreading distrust. Wang et 
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al. (2015) studied China’s food safety issue through the lens of trust. They indicate that 

public food consumption behaviour reflects distrust, which can be traced to problematic 

governance, and increasing risk awareness due to exposure to media information, the 

endogenous risks nested in the more sophisticated food production procedures and 

long distance transportation system (Wang et al., 2015). The disruption of trust not only 

causes suspicion within society, but also has far-reaching social and political impacts 

which is an urgent issue in contemporary China as it becomes more open, modern and 

mobile (Yan, 2012).  

2.7 Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to justify this research, and to build a theoretical 

framework to guide the research design and analysis by reviewing both the general and 

China-specific literature on trust. It has discussed key concepts and theories of trust, 

empirical studies that highlight the importance of political trust for risk regulation and 

the legitimacy and efficacy of governance, and factors that are said to explain political 

trust, with a particular focus on risk and its perception. The chapter has also 

demonstrated that there is very limited understanding of political trust in China. A 

summary of key literature in this chapter provides evidence that political trust is 

important not only because trust in the regulators of risks tends to reduce public risk 

perception, but also political trust is an indicator of legitimacy and social stability.  

Although political trust has been examined from different dimensions, it is still not well 

understood. But it seems to be influenced by individual demographic variables, such as 

education level and income; values and attitudes, such as ideology, life satisfaction and 

perception of safety; institutional and cultural variables, such as government 

performance and traditional heritage; and the news media exposure. The nature of 

political trust and its relationship with these influencing factors may vary in different 

contexts, and they are poorly understood in China. Therefore, studying political trust in 

China is important because it is a different political system to the majority of studies that 

are conducted in western countries. 
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The subsequent chapters will ground these theories and advance this research thinking 

with empirical data and analysis. Chapter 3 sets forth the approach of this research and 

specific methods for data collection.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

3.1 Introduction  

As Chapter 2 established, a variety of studies have focussed on political trust and sought 

to clarify its influence on public risk perception, acceptance of new technologies and 

policies, governance efficiency, and even the legitimacy of the state. Knowledge of how 

political trust works and why it seems to be diminishing in most countries has been 

furthered by these studies, although of the various factors proposed none emerges as 

being more obviously important, and it seems likely that political trust is a function of 

many concurrent factors.  

Nevertheless, most of the findings about political trust are based on research conducted 

in western democratic countries. There is insufficient understanding of how political 

trust works in other political systems, which most obviously include authoritarian 

systems. Hence, this thesis studies political trust in China and in particular with respect 

to fresh water supply in Shanghai which, as this chapter explains, is a key public good 

provided by the state. Because so little is known about political trust in China, and 

because there are many potential factors influencing political trust (as explained in the 

previous chapter), the research tests for the influence of two key factors that seem 

particularly relevant for the case of water management in Shanghai – demographic 

variables and risk perception – given that Shanghai has very high in-migration from rural 

areas, as well as well publicised water quality problems. Approaches and methods for 

testing for these two factors are described in this chapter. 

So, this chapter explains the approach and methods used to investigate political trust 

through the case of water supply in Shanghai. The first section justifies the study of 

water in Shanghai as a way to understand political trust, and the case study area is briefly 

introduced (more information about the context of the study area is discussed in the 

next chapter). The second section explains why both quantitative and qualitative 
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methods were used, and these methods are described. The third section explains the 

data analyses methods. It is worth mentioning that this chapter provides an overview of 

the overall approach and methods, and there is more detail on methods and analysis in 

the corresponding results chapters.  

3.2 Approach  

This thesis investigates political trust through the lens of public trust in water 

management in Shanghai, China. In this sense water consumption in Shanghai is a case 

to study political trust. Case studies are commonly used in social science (Bryman, 2015). 

A ‘case’ can be a single person, a single family, a single community, a single organisation, 

or a single event. Usually, the case is associated with a location, which can form a 

backdrop for intensive examination and in-depth elucidation of the findings (Bryman, 

2015). Case studies are most useful for capturing complex and nuanced interactions 

(Fragkou and McEvoy, 2016), which makes a case study an ideal approach for this 

research.  

Because case study findings are often quite specific and context-based, caution needs 

to be taken in extrapolating their findings to other areas. This is true for this thesis as 

well: for example, the results speak directly to trust in the suppliers of freshwater to 

Shanghai’s 24 million people. As explained below these suppliers are almost all owned 

by the Shanghai municipal government making the results equivalent to trust in that 

government; yet although Shanghai is nested within the Chinese party state there is 

considerable heterogeneity among sub national levels of government in China, meaning 

that while it is reasonable to assume the results speak to political trust in China overall, 

the results certainly cannot be taken to be definitive of the issue of political trust in China. 

A case study is also the most appropriate approach for this research because it seeks to 

both test and generate theory, and case studies are well suited for this purpose. If 

political trust is a universal concern then evidence to explain it must come from more 

than one particular country or group of countries, therefore this research seeks to make 

a contribution to the literature by testing whether prevailing explanations of political 
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trust are relevant and applicable in Shanghai, and if findings differ to explain why this 

might be and relate this back to prevailing explanations in the literature. 

Shanghai was chosen as the case study area for three principal reasons. First, Shanghai 

is one of the few centrally administered municipalities in China, along with Beijing, 

Tianjin and Chongqing. This means, at the administrative level, that the Shanghai 

government is equivalent to a provincial government, and so is directly under the 

control of the central government, and is the second highest level of government in 

China. According to China’s 2002 Water Law, municipal governments are responsible for 

improving domestic water supply (Cosier and Shen, 2009). Accordingly, Shanghai is a 

responsible administrative unit for water purposes, with its own regulations and laws 

governing local water issues.  

 

Figure 3-1 The proportion of monitored sections of rivers worse than Grade III of 
Shanghai municipality 

Source: data is from Shanghai Water Resource Bulletin. 

Second, Shanghai’s water quality is not satisfactory. Shanghai is not short of water:  it is 

situated at the mouth of the Yangtze River, the Huangpu River runs through the whole 

city, and there is a rich annual rainfall. However, the Huangpu River suffers from water 

pollution. It is reported that over 70 percent of the monitored sections of the river are 
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graded worse than level III4  (the minimal level for potable use according to the Chinese 

grading system for surface water quality) (Figure 3-1). Shanghai is among the 36 worst 

affected Chinese cities for poor water quality (Zhou et al., 2012). The quality of drinking 

water concerns both the general public and policy makers (Qin et al., 2010; Tao and Xin, 

2014). 

Third, Shanghai is a leading city in China’s industry, technology and economy (Wang et 

al., 2012), and so is in the vanguard of China’s demographic and possible democratic 

transition. With 1.8 percent of the total population of China, Shanghai generated 3.7 

percent of the annual national average Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2014 (China 

Statistical Yearbooks, 2015). Assumptions about the effect of income on concerns about 

quality of life, food safety and water quality suggest that in Shanghai, more than almost 

anywhere else in China, residents should be concerned about water quality (Franzen 

and Meyer, 2010). In addition, this rapid economic development has attracted a large 

number of floating population. This accelerates the demographic transition in Shanghai. 

With the huge population (14 million registered populations and 10 million floating 

population), Shanghai also faces a serious aging problem (as all of China does). In 2015, 

the aged population (over 60 years old) in Shanghai was 4.35 million, which accounts for 

over 30 percent of the registered population (Shanghai Statistical Yearbooks, 2015).  

So Shanghai is an ideal study case for investigating political trust in China: it is a powerful 

government in its own right that is responsible for water supply; it has significant water 

quality challenges; and it is a leading site for understanding social change in China. 

Nevertheless, the choice of studying trust with respect to water supply requires further 

explanation.  

In the previous chapter, the scarce amount of research on political trust in China was 

highlighted, and, it was explained, the research that does exist is almost all focussed on 

generalised trust in ‘the government’. Such research may not be very meaningful for 

two reasons. First, ‘government’ everywhere is a diverse set of practices and institutions 

spread across space and scales of public life, and as the Chapter 2 shows, trust varies 

                                                           
4 Refer to China’s surface water quality grading system in Appendix VII. 
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depending on levels and arms of government. Second, as was also highlighted in the 

previous chapter, trust arises in response to risks that people cannot control – causing 

them to need to trust others for the regulation of that risk. So, in focussing on water 

supply in Shanghai the thesis is grounding its examination of political trust in a specific 

level of government that is primarily responsible for the regulation of a specific and well 

known risk (of unsafe drinking water). 

Indeed, water pollution causes significant economic losses in China. A national 

accounting study showed that environmental pollution cost the Chinese economy the 

equivalent of 3.05 percent of national GDP in 2004, and of that, water pollution 

contributed 55.9 percent of the total costs (Green GDP Accounting Study Report 2004 

issued, 2006). In addition, water pollution has emerged as a major challenge to health, 

productivity, and so probably also political trust in China (Economy, 2004). For example, 

an algal bloom contaminated 70 percent of drinking water plants in Wuxi, Jiangsu 

province in 2007 resulting in over 2 million people experiencing unsafe drinking water 

for several days (Qin et al., 2010). In 2013, over 16,000 dead pigs floated down the 

Huangpu River, which serves as an important water source for millions of people living 

in Shanghai (Diep, 2013). In April, 2014, because of a pipeline leak at the Lanzhou 

Petrochemical Corporation, the concentration of benzene in the Lanzhou water 

treatment plant was almost 20 times the nationally accepted limits, disrupting water 

supply to more than 3 million people for 5 days (Xinhuanet, 2014). With these 

continuous water pollution incidents, more and more people express concern about 

water quality. A Pew Research Centre report showed that people are increasingly 

concerned about water pollution in China: while in 2008, 28 percent of people said that 

water pollution was a very big problem, this had risen to 40 percent in 2013 (Pew 

Research Centre, 2013).  

Unfavourable climatological and hydrological factors, the contamination of water 

sources, lax regulation, underinvestment in waste water treatment, and the effect of 

techniques for treating drinking water are all factors in poor quality water in China 

(Webber et al., 2008; Finlayson et al., 2013). Still, there is a dearth of empirical research 

on the social elements of drinking water management (including trust in water 

managers), despite many studies concluding that this is an issue that needs more 
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understanding (Fragkou and McEvoy, 2016). Water is an essential and basic need, and 

so the failure to address the problem of water pollution may imperil political trust 

overall in China, with implications for the stability of the present regime.  

Political trust is not gained through general governance but through specific public 

services. For example, it is known that declining trust in tourism development may 

negatively affect broader levels of public trust in the government (Nunkoo, 2015). This 

is because the public tends to be better acquainted with specific services that are 

familiar to them. They can then generate a reasonable evaluation of the service level, 

and extend their evaluation to trust or mistrust in the service provider and the larger 

institutional-administrative system it is embedded within (Christensen and Lægreid, 

2005).  

Drinking water as an important public good that affects the health and survival of every 

individual. However, its provision is largely beyond the control of individuals (Giddens, 

1990). Indeed, in China there is much practical evidence to suggest that most people 

lack sufficient knowledge or access to information to allow them to confidently conclude 

that the water they receive at home is safe, and that they do not know exactly what the 

risks of consuming their home supply water are. Therefore, people seem to be relying 

on water supply institutions to be capable, transparent and honest about drinking water 

quality (Slovic, 1993; Lang and Hallman, 2005). Moreover, water services are considered 

part of the government function (Van de Walle and Bouckaert, 2003). Trust in water 

authorities is a critical factor for overall satisfaction with water supply and for 

implementing successful potable water reuse projects (Syme et al., 1999; Ormerod and 

Scott, 2012). Overall, drinking water services are likely to have an influence on people’s 

political trust in China (e.g. Fragkou and McEvoy, 2016).  

Hence, trust in the institutions that manage drinking water in Shanghai is a matter of 

political trust. This trust is prima facie one placed in the municipal government, but also 

in the entire system of Chinese government because the municipality is itself a major 

site of political power and a key actor in China’s vertically integrated political system, 

and also because the supply of water to the municipality comes from State managed 

rivers flowing through numerous upstream provinces and municipalities. Trust in the 
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quality of drinking water in Shanghai is therefore implicitly trust in the Chinese political 

system more broadly, and Shanghai is noted for its poor water quality (Zhou et al., 2012), 

which is of concern to the public and policy makers (Qin et al., 2010; Tao and Xin, 2014).  

3.3 Methods selection and significance  

Quantitative research strategies have advantages in comparing and measuring 

phenomena. Surveys, as one of these strategies, play an irreplaceable role in statistically 

generalising research results from samples to large populations. They are good at 

characterising populations’ attributes (such as attitudes to water services). However, 

because of the control and randomisation requirements, quantitative data tends to lose 

some relational information (Guba and Lincoln, 1998), and so is not well suited for 

advancing insights about social phenomena such as trust. In contrast, qualitative 

research strategies are better at uncovering essential relational information due to their 

flexibility and the contextual information gathered (Guba and Lincoln, 1998). When 

considering human awareness, behaviour and the discrepancy among individuals, and 

communities, qualitative methods provide the most appropriate approaches to explore 

situations in detail and reveal intrinsic interactions (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). For 

example, stories, narratives, excerpts from interviews can successfully capture the life 

and attitudes of the participants (Denzin, 2009).   

The goal of this thesis is to understand how political trust works in the context of China 

through the lens of water supply in Shanghai, and in particular examining whether 

demographic factors and risk perception are important, or if other factors explain 

political trust in China. So, the need is both to test associations as well as to investigate 

a nuanced and unsettled relation, thus a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methods was used in this thesis.  

When considering research in China, some practical, local issues need to be considered. 

Due to the diversity of cultures and regions, mass surveys in China normally need to 

reach a large number of people in order to be statistically meaningful. This PhD thesis is 

part of an Australian Research Council Discovery Grant titled ‘Adapting to climate, 

management and policy driven risks to freshwater supply in Shanghai’. This project 
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started in 2012, and in 2013 it designed and conducted a questionnaire survey 

administered across more than 5000 households in Shanghai. Most of the quantitative 

data analysed in this thesis was collected by this umbrella survey, which will hereafter 

be named as UoM/ECNU survey (since it was conducted by The University of Melbourne 

in cooperation with East China Normal University in Shanghai). In the UoM/ECNU water 

survey, questions about the risk of consuming tap water and trust in water supply 

institutions were asked, and data on a wealth of demographic information was collected. 

This large set of raw data on risk perception and trust provides invaluable information 

for this thesis and this thesis analysed this data for the first time in order to help address 

this thesis’ research questions. As many previous studies from all the other regions and 

countries world have employed mass survey methods to examine levels of political trust, 

analysis of the survey data from Shanghai, China, will make it possible to do a meta-

comparison among different regions in future research.  

Analysing the water survey data aimed to show the variations in levels of trust toward 

water managers among the public in Shanghai, and to observe if other data collected in 

the survey was associated with these variations, for example, age, gender, education 

attainment, and hukou5 status. Although the survey results were expected to expose 

public attitudes toward water managers and the relationship between risk and trust, 

other data was needed to give in-depth explanations of how people rationalise the 

relationship between risk perception and political trust. Therefore, this research also 

employed semi-structured interviews to elicit underlying reasons and mediating or 

moderating factors for trust or mistrust in water managers. So, in addition to the 

UoM/ECNU survey this thesis conducted 64 in-depth face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews between March and July in 2015. Secondary data from relevant websites and 

statistical yearbooks and the like was also collected over the whole research process.  

                                                           
5 A hukou is a record in the system of household registration required by law in the People's Republic of 

China (mainland China). A household registration record officially identifies a person as a resident of an 

area and includes identifying information such as name, parents, spouse, and date of birth. 
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3.3.1 Approach and measures in the UoM/ECNU water survey 

The quantitative data used in this study came from the UoM/ECNU water survey, which 

was conducted with one person of each of the selected households. The target 

population was adult males and females older than 18 years. The survey was conducted 

during July and August 20136 with the purpose of gaining a spread across the entire 

Shanghai municipality, excluding Chongming and other islands. The UoM/ECNU survey 

collected responses from 5014 households from 16 districts in Shanghai. Responses 

from 7 households are dropped from the data set: 6 due to the participants being 

younger than 18 years old, and 1 because an insufficient number of questions were 

answered. So, there are 5007 valid questionnaires used in the following analysis. In each 

district, the sample number varies a little from the designed proportion, but two 

principles are followed. One is equal spread, and the other is an adequate proportion of 

migrants who in the past have typically been excluded from such social surveys.   

The data set was obtained from a face-to-face questionnaire interview administered by 

trained interviewers. Samples were stratified by districts with the percentage of 

respondents matched to the population in each district according to the Shanghai 

statistical yearbook 2010 (Table 3-1). Other elements of the population as controls in 

sampling were location, gender, age, hukou status, occupation, education, income and 

ownership of residential property. To clarify, location here means the place where the 

respondent lives, because we assume the home is the place that a respondent and 

his/her family spend most of their time. Furthermore, respondents are in charge of, and 

more familiar with, the facilities related with water supply at their residence and may 

have some direct experience with corresponding water supply companies. At places of 

work it is usually the responsibility of property managers to decide the drinking water 

facilities and deal with water supply issues.  

                                                           
6 This survey was conducted before I enrolled at The University of Melbourne as a PhD student, so I did 

not engage in the questionnaire design and the interviews. However, I did all the data clearing and sorting 

work and all the coding and analysis work for the data used in this thesis. 
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The 40 questions on the survey questionnaire (Appendix I) were extensive, including 

demographic information about the respondents, the onsite appliances related to water 

consumption, perception of the risks of using tap water in various ways, opinions of the 

responsibilities of institutions and authorities for water supply, and attitudes toward the 

SOEs that manage water supply. This thesis analysed answers to the questions about 

household demographic characteristics, perception of tap water risks, and perception 

of the trustworthiness of authorities. The description of socioeconomic and 

demographic information of the interviewees for understanding the variation of public 

trust is provided in Appendix II.  

Table 3-1 Sampling procedure 

Districts 
Resident population 

2009 (Million)  

Percentage of 

whole population 

Reference 

sample size 

Whole city 19.2132 100 5000 

Pudong New 4.1905 22 1091 

Huangpu 0.5320 3 138 

Luwan1 0.2694 1 70 

Xuhui 0.9627 5 251 

Changning 0.6440 3 168 

Jing’an 0.2484 1 65 

Putuo 1.1359 6 296 

Zhabei 0.7603 4 198 

Hongkou 0.7708 4 201 

Yangpu 1.2062 6 314 

Minhang 1.8143 9 472 

Baoshan 1.3655 7 355 

Jiading 1.1054 6 288 

Jinshan 0.6910 4 180 

Songjiang 1.1899 6 310 

Qingpu 0.8155 4 212 

Fengxian 0.8190 4 213 

Chongming County2 0.6924 4 180 



71 
 

1 Luwan District was merged into Huangpu District in 2011. 

2 About 90 percent of the registered population in Shanghai (people with Shanghai hukou) is non-

agricultural and no more than 10 percent are agricultural residents. Meanwhile, almost all the agricultural 

people reside in Chongming County and other islands. Therefore, Chongming County and the other islands 

were excluded from this survey.  

3.3.2 Sampling strategy for the semi-structured interviews  

The semi-structured interviews were conducted from March to July 2015. These 

interviews aimed to elicit deeper and more nuanced information than that provided by 

the quantitative survey data, and therefore needed to include a sample of people of 

different demographic backgrounds and from various locations within Shanghai to take 

into account that water is supplied by different water companies. The districts of 

residence of the participants is shown in Figure 3-2. The target respondents were people 

older than 18 years who had been living in Shanghai for at least one year.  

Figure 3-2 Fieldwork places of the districts in Shanghai  

(The red spots mean that there are interviewees from those districts) 

Two methods were used to reach participants. The first was a snowball strategy 

originating from direct personal contacts. In this circumstance, friends were asked to 

introduce their friends, colleagues, and relatives who might be eligible for an interview. 
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Although such a snowball strategy is effective in identifying potential participants and 

building rapport with participants, it carries the risks of creating a homogenous sample 

(Burnham et al., 2016). For example, due to personal reasons, the author’s friends and 

friends’ network tend to reflect a relatively high education level. So, in order to balance 

this a second method – recruiting people from public parks – was also adopted. 

According to the literature and the author’s personal experience, in China, particularly 

in large cities, interview requests by strangers are often perceived as suspicious and risky 

(Lo et al., 2016). Recruiting from local neighbourhood parks helps overcome this as these 

are familiar places to people where they may feel comfortable and safe. Furthermore, 

considering the fast pace of work and life in Shanghai, people who are spending their 

time in parks usually feel more relaxed, and are more likely to accept the interview 

request.  

Of the 70 interviews that were conducted, 66 were with the general public, three were 

with officials from government water management authorities and one was from the 

state-owned water companies. Two of the interviews with members of the general 

public are not analysed in the results chapters because one had lived in Shanghai less 

than a year, and the other respondent had immigrated to Canada and just come back to 

Shanghai for a holiday. Therefore, in total, there were 64 effective interviews with the 

public, comprised of 26 females and 38 males, with an age range from 20 to 82 years. 

The detailed demographic characteristics of these respondents and a brief summary of 

the qualitative data are tabulated in Appendix V and VI. It is noteworthy that the 

demographic features of respondents do not match with the sixth population census of 

Shanghai in 2010. The demographics of the interview respondents depict a population 

with a higher proportion of males and a higher level of educational attainment. For 

example, among the respondents, males make up 59.4 percent while females are 40.6 

percent, higher than the result of the population census, which is 51.5 percent (male) to 

48.5 percent (female). This is possibly because men seemed to be more confident and 

willing to talk compared with women when asked for an interview, and they seemed 

more comfortable talking about their opinions on the performance of the authorities. 

The higher educational level is probably due to the snowball data collecting method. The 

author’s personal connections are inclined to be a group of more highly educated people. 
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The quantitative data results presented in Chapter 5 show that gender does not explain 

much of the variation of political trust. So the gender bias in the semi-structured 

interviews is unlikely to be a cause of serious concern. As the aim of these qualitative 

interviews was to obtain contextual insights and understanding of the way people think 

about political trust, a perfectly representative sample was not a priority. Instead, a large 

enough and generally varied sample was considered sufficient for the purposes of 

exploring key elements in depth.  

The interview was conducted in standard Mandarin (putonghua 普通话 ). Most 

interviewees were able to speak standard Mandarin, although two of the participants 

spoke a heavy local dialect. One was from Zhabei District (male, 82 years old, primary 

school) and the other from Jinshan District (female, 74 years old, illiterate). Some loss of 

meaning is to be expected when the researcher does not speak the local dialect. The 

wording during the interview was considered as well. Since trust is a sensitive topic 

(McDermott, 2012), particularly when it relates to management and authorities, this 

interview tried to avoid using the term ‘trust’ directly, using instead proxy terms and a 

series of related questions, as shown in Appendix III.  

In addition to the interviews with the general public, interviews with officials from 

government authorities – the Shanghai Water Authority and Environmental Protection 

Bureau – were undertaken using different questions (Appendix IV). These two institutes 

are the government apparatus functions that are responsible for managing, monitoring 

and regulating fresh water supply in Shanghai. Water companies are institutions in 

charge of water abstraction, purification to the required standard, and distribution. A 

more detailed introduction to these institutions’ responsibility for water supply will be 

presented in the next chapter. 

Officials were very reluctant to be interviewed for this research. They were cautious and 

hesitating to talk about water issues with a stranger from a foreign university. Although 

I explained that the interview was only for academic study, it was hard to eliminate their 

concerns. As a result, only four interviews with government officials were conducted; 

two with officials at the Shanghai Water Affairs Bureau; one with the an official from 

Shanghai Environment Protection Bureau and another one with the local water 
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company. These respondents were also not forthcoming in suggesting other people I 

could interview. Therefore, while it was hoped interviews with officials might be a useful 

additional source of information, the participants were too hard to access and the 

response rate was low.  

3.3.3 Other data sources 

In order to better understand political trust in China through the lens of water 

consumption in Shanghai, data from public documents, official water company and 

water purification industry websites, the National Bureau of Statistics of China, and 

Shanghai statistical yearbooks, was collected to understand the context for this research 

and to provide evidence necessary for the data analysis. This data set included: 1. the 

geographical, economic and demographic characteristics of Shanghai; 2. the properties 

of the main water companies in Shanghai, property of the institutions, the water sources 

and their supply area; 3. the standards of tap water and how often they are tested; and 

4. the functions and responsibilities of water related government authorities which 

mainly refer to the Water Authority and Environmental Protection Bureau.  

3.4 Data analysis 

Because this thesis has one of its results chapters published (part of Chapter 6), and 

others will be submitted, some of the details about methods of analysis are explained in 

the respective results chapters (Chapter 5, 6 and 7) in order to avoid repetition between 

this and those chapters. This section therefore explains the broad approach to data 

management and analysis used in this thesis.  

Raw data from the questionnaires was entered Excel worksheets for initial cleaning, for 

example, eliminating the invalid responses. The cleaned data was then coded in the 

manner described below. This clean and coded data was then imported into IBM SPSS 

Statistics 22, which is one of the most widely used software packages for the analysis of 

quantitative data in the social sciences. This software is used to investigate and establish 

relationships between variables and to make predictive models.  
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QSR NVivo 10 was used to organise and code the qualitative data such as the interview 

material and some secondary data from web pages. Given that there are 64 interviews 

for this study, coding and managing them with NVivo was helpful.  

3.4.1 Survey data analysis 

Coding strategy 

The demographic factors used in this thesis are residential area (location), ownership of 

residential property, gender, hukou status, occupation, age, education level and annual 

family income. Among these variables, age, education level and annual family income 

are continuous variables, and the others are categorical variables. The continuous 

variables are coded in accordance with the order from small to large, which is shown in 

Table 3-2.   

Table 3-2 Group categories of continuous variables 

Variable Group number Details 

Age 

 

1 18-29 

2 30-39 

3 40-49 

4 50-59 

5 60-69 

6 70-90 

Education 1 <primary 

2 primary 

3 junior high 

4 high school /technical school 

5 diploma 

6 bachelor 

7 master or above 

Annual Income 

(10,000 RMB) 

 

1 <2 

2 2-4 

3 4-6 
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4 6-8 

5 8-10 

6 10-15 

7 15-20 

8 20-30 

9 30-40 

10 40-50 

11 50-100 

12 >100 

Gender was coded into male and female. Ownership of residential property was coded 

into ‘rent a dwelling’, ‘own a dwelling’, and ‘workplace provided’. With reference to John 

Holland’s RIASEC (Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, Conventional) 

theory of careers (Holland, 1985), and considering the respondents’ details, occupation 

was coded into two big groups and seven sub-categories. Group 1 is ‘Have a job’ which 

includes the sub-categories: Realistic (jobs requiring technology and skill, such as cooks, 

assemblers; general labour (such as farmers, cleaners); Conventional (includes 

secretaries, clerks, accountants and analysts); Enterprising (program managers, 

government officials and lawyers); and Investigative, Artistic, and Social (includes 

teachers, engineers, doctors, actors, directors, writers, photographers, consultants, and 

religious people). Group 2 is ‘Do not have a job’ which includes students, the retired, the 

unemployed and home makers7. Hukou status was also coded into four categories: 

Shanghai urban hukou, Shanghai rural hukou, urban hukou other than Shanghai, rural 

hukou other than Shanghai. This coding is easy for grouping hukou status into Shanghai 

hukou (merging Shanghai urban hukou with Shanghai rural hukou) and Non-Shanghai 

hukou (merging urban hukou other than Shanghai with rural hukou other than Shanghai); 

or into urban hukou (merging Shanghai urban hukou with urban hukou other than 

Shanghai) and rural hukou (merging Shanghai rural hukou with rural hukou other than 

Shanghai), depending on the analysis requirements.  

                                                           
7 Home makers and the unemployed were not clearly distinguished by the respondents so these two 

types were coded together. 
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Location is a potentially very important variable given it determines the quality of water 

people receive (which is apparently not uniform across the municipality). The raw data 

for this answer was based on the 16 districts in Shanghai. This variable was then coded 

in accordance with the water sources, which are Yangtze River and Huangpu River. Five 

districts (Minhang, Qingpu, Songjiang, Fengxian and Jinshan districts) get fresh water 

from the Huangpu River. The water source for the other eleven districts (Pudong New, 

Huangpu, Xuhui, Changning, Jing'an, Putuo, Zhabei, Hongkou, Yangpu, Baoshan, and 

Jiading) is the Yangtze River. In addition, due to the nature of the water supply 

companies, location was also coded as Pudong and Puxi. Pudong stands for the Pudong 

New District, where the water supply company is Shanghai Pudong Veolia Water 

Company, a Sino-foreign joint venture. Puxi includes all other 15 districts, which get 

water from state-owned water companies. A more detailed introduction of the city’s 

water management systems will be presented in next chapter.  

In addition to demographic factors, questions to ascertain public perception of risks and 

their levels of general trust and different dimensions of trust (fairness, honesty, and 

competence) were coded separately, and the results of this coding will be presented in 

Chapter 5. Respondents were provided with three possible answers to each trust 

question: ‘Yes’, ‘No’, and ‘I don’t know’, and these have been scaled to distinguish 

between ‘Trust’, ‘No trust’, and ‘No opinion’. Descriptive analysis was used to identify 

the distribution of trust levels. Correlation analysis was then carried out between 

perceived trust and social demographic characteristics, such as location, ownership of 

residential property, gender, hukou, age, education, occupation and income, with the 

aim of examining how much the demographic variables can explain the variance in 

political trust.  

Chapter 6 presents the relationship between risk perception and political trust by using 

different regression methods. In order to address this issue, public perception of tap 

water risks is explored by three questions: 1. Do you think it is safe to directly drink tap 

water without boiling it? (coded as ‘Drink safe’) 2. Do you think it is safe to cook with 

tap water without treatment? (coded as ‘Cook safe’) 3. Do you think it is safe to use tap 

water for washing or showering without any treatment? (coded as ‘Wash safe’). For each 

of the questions, three answers were provided. ‘Yes, I think it is safe for consuming 
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(drinking or cooking or washing)’ is assigned as 1; ‘I don’t know’ is assigned as 2; ‘No, I 

do not think it is safe for consuming (drinking or cooking or washing)’ is assigned as 3. 

Then, based on the cumulative score, the risk perception is coded into five categories: 

High risk perception (HRP), Medium risk perception (MRP), Low risk perception (LRP), 

No risk perception (NRP) and No opinion. Subsequently, correlation analysis method is 

used to examine the relationship between different scales of risk perception and 

political trust levels.  

IBM SPSS Statistics 22 was used for all the description, crosstabs, correlation, and 

regression analysis for the survey data. These analysis results will be fully demonstrated 

in the corresponding empirical result chapters. 

3.4.2 Interview data analysis 

Considering the framework established in Chapter 2, and the thesis’ research questions, 

the qualitative data was analysed considering people’s water consumption behaviour, 

risk perception, and political trust as main elements, together with consideration of 

other key mediating or moderating factors to help explain the relation of risk perception 

and political trust. QSR NVivo 10 was used to initiate the preliminary analysis, with the 

brief analysis procedure shown in Figure 3-3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-3 Analysis procedure of qualitative data using NVivo 10 

Reproduced from ‘NVivo 10 for Windows Help’ 
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Since the aim of this thesis is to investigate political trust with regard to fresh water 

supply in Shanghai, knowing the ways tap water is consumed in daily life is fundamental 

to furthering the analysis. This is important because according to Siegrist (2000), 

Poortinga and Pidgeon (2005), and Bronfman et al. (2009), knowledge of how people 

cope with risk is a mediating factor in the relationship between their risk perception and 

trust. Therefore, coping behaviour in managing drinking water is analysed, with data 

obtained from both the quantitative survey (explained in Chapter 6) and qualitative 

interviews (explained in Chapter 7). Apart from coping behavior, risk perception and 

political trust, other factors that emerged through the interview – such as acceptance of 

risk – were also noted, coded, and included in the analysis in Chapter 7.  

3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the approach taken to design this research and described the 

specific tools used for answering the research questions. This research was designed as 

a case study, using quantitative and qualitative data, and some secondary data to 

supplement the findings. Shanghai was selected as the study area, and fresh water 

supply was used as a lens to test and if necessary refine theories of political trust. The 

data was analysed aiming to answer the research questions.  

The UoM/ECNU survey was conducted one year earlier than the planning of this PhD 

project, and two years earlier than the implement of semi-structured interviews. Thus, 

I did not design this survey and so may have asked the questions about risk and trust 

differently. Nevertheless, given that the questions are usable and sample size is large, 

the associations between demographic factors, risk perceptions and political trust are 

meaningful. In addition, the interviews were difficult (as explained in Chapter 7), but 

they yield interesting insights that complement the survey results and speak back to the 

literature. It would have been good to get a better sense of why trust matters from 

water management authorities, but this was not possible. However, it was always a 

peripheral issue to the thesis’s main concern with political trust and therefore their 

absence does not make a substantial difference.  
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The following three results chapters present the results of this data collection and 

analysis. Based on the quantitative data, Chapter 5 addresses the associations between 

levels of political trust in water management in Shanghai and demographic factors. 

Chapter 6 investigates the relation between public risk perception and political trust, 

and provides the insights that are explored further in the following chapter that uses 

qualitative and some quantitative data to explore how and why political trust and risk 

perception are relevant or irrelevant. Before turning to this data though, the next 

chapter provides information about the study background, introducing the context of 

this research, covering information about water resources in China (particularly in 

Shanghai), and presenting key knowledge of water governance in Shanghai. Chapter 3 

and Chapter 4 set the context necessary to interpret the results and subsequent 

discussion. 
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Chapter 4 Study context 

4.1 Introduction    

This chapter introduces the case study of water management in Shanghai, and also 

provides background necessary to understand the methods for collecting and analysing 

the data, the results of which are presented in the following chapters.  

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section explains the process of 

economic development in modern China and introduces the origins of, and changes to, 

the traditional hukou system, which is important for explaining the issue of demographic 

change in Shanghai examined in the following chapter. The broader geographic and 

demographic features of Shanghai are discussed in the second section. The third section 

describes the water problems that have been experienced in China, and the study area 

Shanghai in particular, pointing out the significance of the fresh water supply issue. 

Following that, the fourth section explains Shanghai’s water resource system and the 

structure of water supply management in Shanghai. These sections therefore pave the 

way for the discussions to follow on political trust and the supply of drinking water in 

Shanghai.  

4.2 China’s transition 

Economic development is said to have a significant positive effect on political trust in 

China (Wang, 2005). This is probably because China’s economic transition has been so 

rapid that many people remember when they were poor and the great improvements 

in individual life conditions since 1978. Hence, an understanding of economic 

development in modern China is an essential point of reference for this thesis.  

During the early days of the new government in China in 1949, after years of war and 

civil war, the economy was in chaos. In that year, the GDP per capita in China was only 

66.1 RMB yuan, which was one fifth of the then world average (Wu, 2009). China was 
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desperate to develop its economy and it followed the economic growth model of the 

Soviet Union, with development of heavy industry and a planned economic system being 

centerpieces of its growth strategy (Ma, 2002). In the cities, public and private resource 

were brought under state control and the private economy was incorporated into the 

state operated economy. The biggest change in rural China was thorough land reform 

between 1950-1952, which dramatically changed the ownership of the means of 

production and achieved the goal of returning land to the tiller (gengzhe you qitian 耕

者有其田) (Wu, 2009). During this period, rural-to-urban migration was under strict 

control and the urban population remained less than 20 percent of the national 

population prior to 1978 (Ma, 2002). Nevertheless, economic development was 

impeded by some impractical policies, such as the Great Leap Forward (Dayuejin 大跃

进), and an unstable political environment until the 1978 reform of the economic system, 

initiated by Deng Xiaoping.  

The post-reform period was characterized by the development of an economy that 

allowed market principles to function, beginning with various forms of decentralisation. 

In cities, the autonomy of the local governments (provincial, prefecture, county and 

township governments) and SOEs gradually expanded (Zhou, 2009). In rural places, the 

communes which were run collectively were dismantled and the Household 

Responsibility System transferred the right of production and management of land to 

family farm. This reform was warmly received by the farmers and worked as an incentive, 

motivating increased production. Followed these reforms, a flexible environment for the 

economy was created. By 1983, farmers could independently choose their jobs, and in 

1984, they could sell their surplus products on the market. This is reflected in the 

nation’s GDP. From 1978 to 1985, the GDP increased from 156.3 billion to 300.6 billion 

RMB yuan8, with the real GDP growth rate of 92.3 percent, and the per capita net income 

of rural households increased 168.9 percent (China Statistical Abstract, 2008).  

                                                           
8 Calculated with constant 2005 price -National currency, data source: UN National Accounts Database, 

at https://unstats.un.org/unsd/snaama/resQuery.asp (Last visited 20 April 2017). 
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Motivated by these achievements, more reforms were to follow. After 2000, the 

agricultural tax and surcharge was gradually eliminated, which was beneficial for the 900 

million farmers in China (Kennedy, 2007). From 2000 to 2010, the average annual GDP 

growth rate in China was over 10 percent (China Statistical Yearbooks, 2015). After 2010, 

for various reasons such as external economic changes, increasing labour costs, and 

falling growth in exports, GDP growth slowed to 6.9 percent per annum in 2015, at which 

time GDP per capita was 52,000 RMB yuan, according to the National Statistics.  

Today China is a major player in the world economy. Nevertheless, income inequality in 

China is an increasingly serious problem since most of the growth after 2000 has been 

in the cities. The data from China Family Panel Studies 2015 from Peking University 

indicates China’s Gini coefficient 9  is 0.462 in 2015, and this is largely explained by 

differences in rural and urban income (Naughton and Tsai, 2015). This income inequality 

is now an urgent problem for the Chinese government.  

The origin and transition of hukou system 

The command economic system prior to 1978 permeated thoroughly into every aspect 

of people’s lives, including for example, rules for population and birth control. The hukou 

system was a major institutional foundation for the command economy (Chan, 2009). 

Indeed, it is still closely associated with contemporary political and economic policy. 

Given that hukou status is a key demographic factor influencing trust, this section 

explains the origins and function of the hukou policy. Generally, there are three stages 

for China's hukou system: the free migration stage (1949-1958), strict control stage 

(1958-1978) and semimobility stage (after 1978). The latter two stages are now 

discussed.  

1958-1978, strict hukou control stage 

The hukou system, or household registration system, was instituted in 1958 and remains 

in use today (Tani, 2016). The aim of this policy was to stem the ‘blind flows’ of rural 

                                                           
9 The Gini Coefficient is a widely-used measure of inequality, and the World Bank considers a coefficient 

above 0.40 to represent severe income inequality. 
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labour to cities by strictly controlling internal migration and residence, although its 

effects are far more wide ranging (Chan and Zhang, 1999; Chan, 2009). Hukou status 

generally reflect two aspects of information, one is the hukou location (hukou suozaidi

户口所在地), which refers to urban and rural residents; and the other one is the type of 

hukou (hukou leibie 户口类别), which is classified into agricultural and non-agricultural 

hukou. However, these two aspects overlap. Agricultural and non-agricultural hukou 

exist both in cities and rural areas. For example, rural migrant workers and farm workers 

in urban areas may hold agricultural hukou, while state cadres and professionals residing 

in rural areas tend to have non-agricultural hukou (Chan, 2009). It is standard for 

researchers to categorise hukou into either ‘rural hukou’ or ‘urban hukou’ (Chan and 

Zhang, 1999), and these terms will also be used in this thesis. 

The hukou system as a social control method helps to establish strict urban and rural 

binary divisions both economically and socially. It not only identifies a person’s official 

status, citizenship, and eligibility for education, marriage, finding a job, and so on, but 

also defines the state-provided services and welfare available to a person (Cheng and 

Selden, 1994; Chan and Zhang, 1999). The binary city-countryside difference is reflected 

through this hukou system of population registration. As noted by Banister (1987), the 

state directly administers the urban areas and is responsible for urban residents’ 

amenities and entitlements, such as employment, food, housing, schools, transportation, 

and health services. In contrast, the state does not have direct responsibility for any of 

these services for the countryside, or any other ‘welfare entitlements that are routinely 

provided to urban residents, particularly to state sector employees, including free or 

subsidised health care, retirement benefits, and subsidized food and housing’ (Cheng 

and Selden, 1994: 644). Rural residents relied entirely on the allocation of the resources 

(such as food and living goods) from their villages or collective sub-units, and they 

needed to deliver grain as a tax to the state sector (Jiaogongliang 交公粮) (Cheng and 

Selden, 1994; Chan and Zhang, 1999). Hence, the state needs to restrict population 

mobility to maintain this imbalance in the economy and welfare services to urban and 

country areas. Under this hukou system, until the early 1980s, the number of migrants 

only accounted for 0.6 percent of the China’s entire population then (Chan, 2009). 
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The semimobility stage 

The reforms post 1978 brought changes to the collective economy that provided for 

rural people and resulted in large numbers of the surplus rural labour force needing to 

be reallocated at the same time as China’s industrialisation strategy created many 

factory jobs (Chan, 2009). At that time, the hukou policy adapted to this new situation 

by allowing temporary residence in cities without providing people with the same 

entitlements as local urban hukou people. So, since the 1990s, rural to urban migration 

has risen. Rural people have moved to the cities for jobs, education, or for marriage 

reasons. They are called the ‘floating population’ (liudong renkou 流动人口). In 2014 

the number of the floating population in the whole country was over 253 million (China 

Statistical Yearbooks, 2015).  

Hukou status does not change with an individual’s movement, unless there is a formal 

hukou conversion. This conversion (normally from rural to urban hukou) is only 

implemented on occasions subject to local quotas and policy, and include factors such 

as getting a job in government authorities, or acceptance by a higher education 

institution (Chan and Zhang, 1999). With the progressive relaxation of hukou policy and 

the decentralisation of power to suit local circumstances, local governments could 

establish their own hukou policy. For example, the Shanghai government has opened up 

the hukou system since 1994 to attracted talented and wealthy investors in order to 

stimulate the local economy. However, for a considerable portion of migrants who are 

not highly educated or rich, they are just floating in cities for a long time, as they cannot 

gain a local hukou and the associated rights and benefits. Although the government has 

instituted a series of reforms to the hukou system, these have been about 

decentralisation rather that abolishing the hukou institution (Chan and Buckingham, 

2008).  

The hukou system has been gradually relaxed. The state no longer controls all 

responsibilities in urban area, such as allocating jobs, and it now provides more services 

to rural areas (such as rural cooperative medical services). Even in 2014, the State 

Council issued ‘Opinions on Further Promoting Reform of Household Registration System’ 

to give impetus to full coverage of urban basic public services for permanent residents. 
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However, there are still dozens of welfare inequalities between rural and urban areas, 

and the hukou system is still a major divide for rural and urban people. It is also an 

obstacle, as Chan (2009) claims, to China becoming a more equitable and modern nation.    

4.3 Shanghai 

This section provides background information about the case study area, Shanghai from 

geographic, demographic and economic perspectives. This information is essential for 

understanding the following results and discussions. 

4.3.1 Geography 

Shanghai is located on the alluvial plain of the Yangtze estuary (N 31 ° 14', E 121 ° 29'), 

with the Huangpu River running through from southwest to northeast. The Yangtze River 

is the longest river in Asia and the third largest river in the world (by discharge). The city 

faces the East China Sea on the east and Hangzhou Bay on the south, and is neighbored 

by Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces. There are 33,127 rivers in Shanghai with a total length 

about 24,915 kilometers (Yao et al., 2015).  

Shanghai has a subtropical monsoon climate, and four distinct seasons. The spring (April-

May) and autumn (October-November) are shorter, summer (June-September) and 

winter (December-March) are longer. Average annual precipitation was 1166.1 mm 

during the 1991-2010 period while the rainfall in 2014 was 1295.3 mm (Shanghai 

Statistical Year Book, 2015). The area has an uneven intra-annual rainfall distribution, 

with about 60 percent of precipitation concentrated between May and September (the 

‘rainy season’). The average number of precipitation days (≥0.1 mm) is 120.8 (1991-2010) 

(China Meteorological Administration, 2014; Shanghai climate, 2014). Overall, from a 

climatological and hydrological perspective, Shanghai is not a place that should suffer 

from water scarcity problems.  

The total area of Shanghai is 6340.5 km2, and about 2648.6 km2 is classified as urban, 

with 16 municipal districts and one county. Under this jurisdiction there are 107 towns 

and 2 townships, subdivided into 4122 communities and 1605 villages (Shanghai 

Statistical Year Book, 2015). Huangpu, Xuhui, Changning, Jing’an, Putuo, Zhabei, 
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Hongkou and Yangpu are traditional urban districts. Pudong New and other places 

within the outer ring also now belong to the Shanghai urban area (Figure 4-1) (Shanghai 

Urban Planning Administration Technical Regulations (Land Use Management), 2003). 

 

Figure 4-1 Maps of location of Shanghai and the administrative region divisions 

4.3.2 Demography  

Shanghai has a total population of over 24.2 million, and the population density is 3826 

inhabitants/km2 (Shanghai Statistical Year Book, 2015). Of the whole population, about 

40.7 percent are floating people who do not have a Shanghai hukou. Table 4-1 shows 

the resident population, floating population and population density of each district.  

Table 4-1 Characteristics of districts (2014) 

District Location Area (km2) Resident 
population 
at year-end 
(10,000) 

Floating 
population 
(10,000) 

Population 
density 
(inhabitants
/km2) 

Total  6340.5 2425.68 996.42 3 826 

Pudong 
New 

Suburb 1210.41 545.12 235.65 4 504 

Huangpu Central 
urban 

20.46 68.2 18.08 33, 333 
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Xuhui Central 
urban 

54.76 110.97 28.55 20, 265 

Changning Central 
urban 

38.3 69.86 17.41 18, 240 

Jing'an Central 
urban 

7.62 24.86 5.89 32, 625 

Putuo Central 
urban 

54.83 129.61 34.75 23, 639 

Zhabei Central 
urban 

29.26 84.85 21.03 28, 999 

Hongkou Central 
urban 

23.48 83.82 18.22 35, 698 

Yangpu Central 
urban 

60.73 132.37 26.75 21, 796 

Minhang Suburb 370.75 253.95 128.6 6, 850 

Baoshan Suburb 270.99 202.4 85.56 7, 469 

Jiading Suburb 464.2 156.62 91.4 3, 374 

Jinshan Suburb 586.05 79.71 26.96 1, 360 

Songjiang Suburb 605.64 175.59 109.08 2, 899 

Qingpu Suburb 670.14 120.83 72.49 1, 803 

Fengxian Suburb 687.39 116.76 60.81 1, 699 

Chongming Suburb 
county 

1185.49 70.16 15.19 592 

Source: Area and population data from 2015 Shanghai Statistical Year Book; GDP data from Year Book or 

bulletin of separate district government website.   

In order to generate a more distinct idea of how this 24.2 million people are distributed 

in Shanghai, and which districts have attracted most migrants, Figure 4-2 and Figure 4-

3 rank the top 10 most populated districts and the top 10 districts with the most floating 

people. Generally, the central urban areas are more densely populated than suburban 

areas. It seems the floating population are located principally in suburban areas rather 

than central urban locations, which could be linked with job opportunities and lower 

prices in suburban areas. Take Pudong New District for example, which the Chinese 

government opened in 1990 to demonstrate its commitment to China’s reforms and 

‘opening up’ to the world economy. Pudong New was developed with new infrastructure, 

investments from financial and trade firms, new technologies, new jobs, and millions of 

new residents including many floating people, such that 23.6 percent of Shanghai’s total 

floating population lives this district. The large number of the floating people not only in 
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Shanghai, but within the whole country has profound consequences for the social and 

demographic characteristics of cities, and the very given high levels or urbanisation and 

wealth in China’s cities. This in turn may have significant consequences for trust in and 

the legitimacy of the Chinese state. 

In 2014, there were 14.4 million permanently registered people in Shanghai, and the life 

expectancy of this population was 82.3 years. In 2014, there were 1.58 million people 

younger than 17 years old, 3.0 million aged 18-34, about 5.65 million people 35-59, and 

4.1 million people older than 60 years old. In 2015 the aged population in Shanghai (over 

60-year-old) accounted for over 30 percent of the registered population. The non-

agricultural population occupies 90.3 percent of the permanent population (Shanghai 

Statistical Year Book, 2015). Although Shanghai has nearly 10 million migrants, there is 

limited equivalent statistical information regarding this population.  
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Figure 4-2 The top 10 populated districts in Shanghai in 2014 

 

Figure 4-3 The top 10 districts with most floating population in 2014  
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4.3.3 Economy 

Shanghai has the most developed economy of all China’s municipalities and provinces. 

China's National Bureau of Statistics shows that the GDP of Shanghai was 2,356,094 

million RMB yuan ($383,554 million US dollars10) in 2014, which accounted for 3.7 

percent of the annual national average GDP, followed by Beijing and Guangzhou. 

Moreover, Shanghai’s GDP per capita ($15,839 US dollars) was more than double the 

national average in 2014 (China Statistical Yearbooks, 2015).  

 

Figure 4-4 Shanghai’s Engel coefficient of urban and rural households  

Source: Shanghai Statistical Yearbook (2015) 

Engel’s law is an observation about the relationship between income and the average 

proportion of the expenditure on food in a region. The income elasticity of demand (the 

Engel coefficient) for food is between 0 and 1. A lower Engel coefficient reflects a higher 

standard of living. Generally, if the coefficient is higher than 0.6, then the region will be 

recognised as poor, and 0.3-0.4 represents rich. Figure 4-4 depicts the decline in Engel 

coefficient for registered urban and rural households in Shanghai since 1980. In 2014, 

the average per capita disposable income of urban households was 47,710 RMB yuan, 

and 21,192 RMB yuan for rural households; the Engel coefficients of which are 0.35 and 

                                                           
10 The exchange rate is 1 US dollar = 6.1428 RMB yuan. 
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0.40, respectively (Shanghai Statistical Year Book, 2015). The Kuznets curve hypothesis 

would suggest that that with high and rising living standards local residents are 

becoming probably more concerned about their quality of life, paying extra attention to 

food safety and air water quality (Torras and Boyce, 1998).  

4.4 Water problems in China  

Due to fast economic development and poor environmental control, China has 

experienced serious environmental problems. Some scholars even describe China as an 

‘environmental bombshell’ (Gill, 1999: 66). According to Qiu (2011) that 90 percent of 

China’s shallow groundwater has been somewhat polluted by heavy metals, organic 

solvents, petrochemicals, pesticides, and nitrates. Every year, about 60,000 people die 

and 190 million people get illness due to the water pollution, which costs the Chinese 

government at least $23 billion a year (Qiu, 2011). Environmental governance is one of 

the most important responsibilities of a government, and public goods, such as fresh air 

and a safe water supply, are central issues around which political trust is gained or lost 

(Tsang et al., 2009; Anderson, 2010). This thesis uses fresh water supply as a tool to 

study political trust in China. Accordingly, this section outlines the water issues that face 

China generally, and Shanghai in particular, and key aspects of water governance will 

also be explained.  

With 20 percent of the world’s population and only seven percent of its fresh water, 

China faces a severe water shortage problem (Figure 4-5), with different manifestations 

in different regions. Specifically, North China suffers from both quantity- and quality-

induced water shortages. It has been reported that during the last 50 years China has 

lost over 27,000 rivers mainly to over-exploitation by farms and factories (The Economist, 

2013). More than 400 of 669 Chinese cities have an inadequate supply of fresh water, 

and 110 are seriously short of water. These water problems are generally more acute in 

the north of China, although the situation in south China is not much better, albeit for 

different reasons. South China has more rainfall and runoff; however, almost every river 

and lake is deemed to experience a certain degree of pollution. This is a significant 
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problem in Shanghai, which is among the 36 Chinese cities worst affected by poor water 

quality (Zhou et al., 2012).  

 

Figure 4-5 Water shortage problem in China 

Source: China Water Risk (based on China Statistical Year Book, historical average water resources & 

trends by province 2003-2013). Dry 11 regions denoted by red and grey shaded provinces. 

http://chinawaterrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Towards-A-Water-Energy-Secure-China-

CWR0415.pdf 

Frequent potable water accidents concern the Chinese public. During the Eleventh Five-

Year period, 49 severe environmental emergencies were reported, and 34 of these were 

related to drinking water safety. In 2011 there were over 20 abrupt environmental 

accidents related to drinking water safety. For instance, from March 9th to 20th, 2013, 

over 16,000 dead pigs floated down the Huangpu River, which is one of the main 

drinking water source for Shanghai (Diep, 2013). After this, water quality tests were 

increased for fear of virus and bacteria carried by the sick pigs, and while officials stated 
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that water supplies were not affected, the public remained concerned about drinking 

water quality.  

Since July 1st, 2012, China has begun to enforce new tap water standards (Xin Guobiao

新国标 GB5749-2006)-Drinking Water Sanitary Standard. This new standard increased 

the number of water quality indicators from 35 to 106. According to a report by the 

Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development of the People’s Republic of China, 

among the 43 national urban water quality monitoring stations, only 12 have the ability 

to test for the whole 106 indicators. Of these, most cannot afford to test for all 106 

pollutants more than every six months. Of the more than 4500 water works nationwide, 

78 percent are unable to detect the 10 key quality measures every day. Indeed, over 

2000 water treatment works have no detection systems at all. Among urban water 

quality monitoring stations in 190 cities, about 94 percent are not fully equipped to test 

for the 42 conventional indicators (Feng, 2014). These problems compromise the ability 

of water managers to even know whether the water supplied to the public is safe to 

drink, and this arguably heightens public concerns about the quality of water coming 

out of their taps.   

4.5 Water governance in Shanghai 

Shanghai has traditionally relied on the Huangpu river for its fresh water. Over many 

decades, Shanghai has progressively moved the point at which it draws its potable water 

from the Huangpu River further upstream due to water pollution. Over 20 million people 

in Shanghai used to depend on the Huangpu upstream section, but this is now being 

increasingly offset by water taken from the Chenhang and Qingcaosha reservoirs, both 

of which take their water from the Yangtze River.  

Qingcaosha Reservoir started to supply water to Shanghai in 2011 (Table 4-2). Now the 

four main water sources for Shanghai are: upstream of Huangpu River, the Chenhang 

Reservoir, Qingcaosha Reservoir, and Dongfengxisha Reservoir (also supplied by the 

Yangtze River). The Huangpu River now supplies 30 percent of the city’s water, mainly 

for the suburban districts of Fengxian, Jinshan, Qingpu, Songjiang and Minhang. The 

three reservoirs which derive water from the Yangtze River supply the downtown 
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regions, including Yangpu, Hongkou, Putuo, Zhabei, Baoshan, Jing’an, Huangpu, 

Changning, Jiading districts, and Chongming County. Although Qingcaosha Reservoir is 

now the main potable water source, water pollution is still a risk given potential 

eutrophication, and contamination from other pollutants in Yangzte, as well as from 

industrial accidents and saline incursions (Finlayson et al., 2013; H. Xu et al., 2013; L. Xu 

et al., 2013). The Chenhang and Qingcaosha reservoirs have been connected to help 

manage the risk of saline intrusions in the estuary (since Chenhang Reservoir takes water 

from further upstream, and in a section of the channel that is less prone to saline 

incursions). In addition, almost all the water pipes in downtown regions have been fully 

interconnected so that if water pollution compromises supply from one water plant, its 

supply can be halted and augmented with water supplied from other plants.  

Table 4-2 Planned water allocation of three water source in 2010 and 2020 (×104m3/d) 

Water source Planning water supply area 
(Districts) 

Water 
requirement 
(2010) 

Water 
requirement 
(2020) 

Upstream of 
Huangpu River 

Qingpu, Songjiang, Jinshan, 
Fengxian, Minhang 

287.5 411.5 

Chenhang 
Reservoir 

Baoshan and Jiading 226 248 

Qingcaosha 
Reservoir 

Yangpu, Hongkou, Huangpu, and 
other 10 districts; Part of Baoshan 
and other 5 districts 

636 719 

Note: Chongming County 350, 000 m3/d (2010) and 500, 000 m3/d (2020) raw water demands are from 

Dongfengsha water source, Chongming Island. 

This table is translated from Liu et al. (2009). 

4.5.1 Water management 

Public water supply as an important public service is in the charge of the Shanghai 

government. The Shanghai Water Affairs Bureau (SWAB) and the Shanghai 

Environmental Protection Bureau (SEPB) are the most important bodies of the Shanghai 

Municipal Government for regulating water quality. However, SWAB undertakes almost 

all the management of water affairs in both urban and rural areas of Shanghai (Cosier 

and Shen, 2009). 

The main responsibilities of SWAB are to  
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• take charge of the management and protection of water resource (surface water, 

ground water) of the municipality in a unified way;  

• formulate and supervise implementation of the medium and long term demand 

and supply plans for water resource and water volume distribution and 

allocation programs;  

• manage water conservancy, water supply and water discharge industries and 

assume corresponding responsibilities of supervision and administration;  

• organise implementation of the water usage permission system, water discharge 

permission system and collection of water resource fees, the national technical 

quality standards, regulations and codes related to water;  

• study and put forward economic adjustment opinions such as pricing and finance 

related to water utilities, and participate in the management of utilisation of 

water management funds; and  

• coordinate the water related disputes between departments and districts and 

countries and take charge of the emergency settlement of any water incidents 

(Shanghai Municipal Water Authority, 2010).  

In addition, many subordinate sectors of SWAB undertake specific tasks. For example, 

the Shanghai Water Supply Management division is responsible for implementation of 

the water plan and daily management of ground and surface water. Water quality 

monitoring and emergency dispatch of the water supply are undertaken by the Shanghai 

Water Supply Coordination and Monitoring Center. 

The main responsibilities of the SEPB are to  

• supervise the management of pollution control (such as pollutants in waterways);  

• organise and implement environmental management systems (such as drainage 

application and registration);  

• investigate and handle big environmental pollution accidents (Fu et al., 2008).  
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The water companies play a different role in water supply than the municipal 

government. There are 10 water companies that are in charge of the water supply in 

Shanghai. The total daily water supply in Shanghai is about 10.7 million m3 (Yao et al., 

2015). Nine companies are listed in Table 4-3; the Chongming Water Company is not 

listed since Chongming county is not included in this research. The scope of water 

companies’ business covers water purification, water manufacturing, water distribution, 

marketing services and project management. Within water companies, there are various 

departments such as water plants, construction management department and so on. 

Water plants are the core structure of a water company, and their main jobs includes 

water abstraction and purification to the required standard. Therefore, water plants are 

usually built near a river, sea, lake or reservoir where they can easily access raw water.   

The major water companies that are involved in water supply for Shanghai are listed in 

Table 4-3. The table shows that all the water supply companies are State-Owned 

Enterprises except for Shanghai Pudong Veolia Water Company, which is a Sino-foreign 

joint venture with the Shanghai Municipal Government and France’s Veolia Group, with 

the sharing of 50 percent, respectively.   

Fresh water supply requires combined initiatives such as water source protection and 

pollution control, construction of treatment and distribution facilities, distribution 

infrastructure, and disposal of waste water. These are the main responsibilities of the 

SWAB and SEPB mentioned above. Due to the serious pollution of water source, and 

government-controlled water prices, water companies tend not to be profitable, and so 

rely on government subsidies. These sophisticated responsibilities, China’s restricted 

participatory system of government, and revenue constraints all serve to both limit the 

participation of stakeholders in a system in which the government has the 

administrative monopoly (Cosier and Shen, 2009). 
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Table 4-3 The information of main water companies in Shanghai sources 

Water company Company type Water source Water supply area 

Shanghai Water Supply 
Shibei Co., Ltd. 

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Yangtze River North area of the Suzhou creek, including Yangpu, Hongkou, Zhabei, 
Putuo, Baoshan districts and some regions in Jiading District; 
Changxing and Hengsha islands 

Shanghai Water Supply 
Shinan Co., Ltd. 

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Yangtze River South of Suzhou Creek and west of Huangpu River, including 
Huangpu, Jing’an, Changning and Xuhui districts; small part of Putuo 
District at the south of Suzhou Creek; small part of Minhang District 
at north of Dianpu River and east of Meilong Port 

Shanghai waterworks 
Fengxian Co., Ltd. 

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Huangpu River Most of Fengxian District 

Shanghai Qingpu 
Drinking Water 
Treatment Co., Ltd. 

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Huangpu River Most of Qingpu District 

Shanghai Minhang Water 
Co., Ltd.  

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Huangpu River Most of Minhang District 

Shanghai Jinshan Tap 
Water Co., Ltd.  

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Huangpu River Most of Jinshan District 

Shanghai Jiading Water 
Co., Ltd.  

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Yangtze River Most of Jiading District 

Shanghai waterworks 
Songjiang Co., Ltd.  

State-Owned 
Enterprise 

Huangpu River Songjiang downtown area and surrounding streets and towns  

Shanghai Pudong Veolia 
Water Co., Ltd. 

Sino-foreign 
joint venture 

Yangtze River Urbanised areas of Pudong: north boundary from Lingqiao, south 
boundary to Chenhang; east boundary to Pudong International 
Airport 
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4.5.2 SOEs and the government in regard to water supply  

In China, it has long been said that government functions need to be separated from the 

management of enterprises, and more recently, with reform, the management of SOEs 

has been distanced to some degree from governments. However, the government still 

intervenes in the administration of enterprises in all sorts of ways, for instance, as the 

representative of state stock right, and through positions on managerial boards. Those 

water companies which are SOEs are administered by the local Water Affairs Bureaus. 

Hence, the management of water supply is very much within the domain of the 

municipal government and water companies are in effect arms of the relevant 

ministries/bureaus. The interview and survey data shows that many people are used to 

this system of functions (see Chapters 5 and Chapter 7).  

Therefore, public trust in water companies and the authorities that manage drinking 

water in Shanghai is very much a question of political trust  – largely in the municipal 

government, but also more broadly in the entire system of Chinese government. The 

municipality is itself a major site of political power and a key actor in China’s vertically 

integrated political system, and the supply of water to the municipality comes from state 

managed rivers flowing through numerous upstream provinces and municipalities. 

Moreover, as a wealthy city in the vanguard of the China’s economic and demographic 

transition, understanding how political trust works in Shanghai will give important 

reference to other cities. Trust in the institutions (water companies and authorities) to 

supply drinking water in Shanghai is therefore a measure of trust in the Chinese political 

system more broadly. 

4.6 Conclusion  

The aim of this chapter was to present the context in which this research project was 

carried out, and to introduce key background information about the study area to assist 

the reader in understanding the results to follow. China has experienced fast economic 

development, accompanied by severe water scarcity and chronic water pollution. 

Although a new tap water standard, up to the most advanced level in the world, has 

been nationally in place since 2012, concerns about tap water quality have not been 
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removed. Shanghai is one of the wealthiest cities in China, with a large population and 

an abundance of ‘floating people’. Viewed from either a climatological or hydrological 

perspective, Shanghai is located in a region with rich sources of water. However, the 

government authorities and water companies are under pressure to ensure a fresh 

water supply for the public (Finlayson et al., 2013). Almost all the water companies are 

State-Owned Enterprises, which have experienced intervention by the government in 

different ways. Hence, drinking water supply in Shanghai is therefore an appropriate 

issue around which to study political trust. With the theoretical framework and the study 

context in mind, this thesis will now proceed to the results chapters. Chapter 5 explains 

the role of various demographic factors in political trust in Shanghai.  
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Chapter 5 The influence of demographic factors 

on political trust  

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter is the first of three results chapters that seek to answer the research 

questions. Results presented in this chapter will answer the first research question, 

which is what is the influence of demographic factors on political trust?  

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, some necessary background regarding water 

companies and water management is presented. Second, the particular data coding and 

analysis methods used to achieve the results in this chapter are outlined. After that, the 

chapter moves to discuss the results, exploring general public trust in water 

management authorities as well as in terms of three dimensions of trust: fairness, 

honesty and competence. This is followed by a comprehensive analysis of how levels of 

trust vary according to demographic factors. The main demographic variables discussed 

in this chapter include location, ownership of residential property, gender, hukou status, 

age, education level, occupation, and annual household income.  

5.2 Additional remarks: justification about the trustee 

In Chapter 2, various definitions of (political) trust were summarised and analysed in a 

world cloud, through which the key factors were recognised, such as trustor and trustee, 

risk, and vulnerability. This thesis revolves around these factors.  

The trustee of political trust could be a specific politician, a political institution, or an 

outcome of a policy (Li, 2004; Bovens and Wille, 2011). This research focuses on public 

trust in water authorities that manage fresh water supply. In other words, the trustees 

in this research are primarily the authorities responsible for fresh water supply in 

Shanghai. As explained in Chapter 4, these include the Shanghai Water Affairs Bureau 



102 
 

and the Shanghai Environmental Protection Bureau, representing the Shanghai 

municipal government, and the water companies. The water companies are treated as 

public authorities rather than commercial because of the close association between 

water companies and ministries in China (as described in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4). 

Briefly speaking, governments control the supply of drinking water in China, and 

consumers have no choice about the management system or the government. From 

water source to tap, the system is state-controlled, and even efforts to increase 

competition have nevertheless involved creating State-Owned Companies (although 

one company that serves Shanghai is 50 percent foreign owned). These water 

companies tend not to be profitable, and so rely on government subsidies. The 

government therefore maintains an administrative monopoly, and the nature of 

government is such that there is limited participation by consumers in water governance 

(Cosier and Shen, 2009). 

The UoM/ECNU survey data also provides convincing evidence that water companies 

are seen as ‘government’ by the population generally, and the fresh water supply service 

is seen as a government service. Thus, trust in water suppliers will have an influence on 

political trust in government. People are used to the government being an important 

player in the water supply system, and it is up to the government to choose to provide 

water through ministries, or cooperating SOEs or private companies. For example, 

Question 40 in the UoM/ECNU survey asked: 

Do you think the government should put the water company up for 

sale?  

Among the 5007 respondents, 10 percent did not answer this question. Of those who 

answered, 80 percent (n=3585) did not think that the government should sell the water 

company (recognising that the government owns it), and 20 percent (n=909) thought 

that the government should sell the water company. The following question asked, 

If the water companies are going to be sold, whom do you think they 

should go to? 

42A. China Holding Company (SOEs) 
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43A. Domestic private company 

44A. Sino-foreign joint venture company 

45A. Domestic private and State-Owned joint venture company 

46A. Foreign private company 

While the overwhelming preference of the public was for not selling the water company, 

if it had had to be sold people preferred selling to a Chinese State-Owned Company (as 

indicated by 55.5 percent of the 2682 respondents who answered this question), 

followed by a joint venture (16.6 percent, n=446), and the third preference was for 

selling to a foreign firm (12.4 percent); the last preference was for selling to a private 

Chinese firm and 189 respondents chose this answer (7.0 percent). Hence, the clear 

majority recognise that it is the government that controls the water companies, and 

they strongly prefer this situation.  

Moreover, the interview data also provided evidence for people seeing the water 

companies as arms of the government. An interviewee (male, 37 years old, Songjiang 

District) supported the water company being controlled by the state, as he explained,  

I think, the water companies are different from common enterprises. 

Water companies are a public utility. They are not called ‘State-run’, 

but depend on the government allowance.   

A male respondent (30 years old) from Hongkou District agreed stating,  

In contemporary China, the water companies have the nature of 

State-run enterprises, because they are not totally private. So, it is 

the government that decides the investment [of water companies] … 

I think the government leads water companies. Although it has been 

said that the government gradually separates functions from 

enterprise management, the management is still influenced by the 

government. 
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A male respondent from Putuo District (male, 25 years old) talked metaphorically about 

the relationship between water company and water authority,   

I think it is like a person being the referee and the player at the same 

time … Maybe the workers or the managers in water companies are 

relatives of the officials. This is quite common. 

Considering that water companies are state owned, and taking this evidence into 

account, it is therefore reasonable that this research treats water companies and the 

government authorities together as the trustee when studying political trust in the 

municipal Shanghai government.  

5.3 Method 

Different dimensions of trust were explained in Chapter 2. Many factors, such as 

integrity, fairness, honesty and competence are called elements, or dimensions, or 

attributes of trust. Dividing into these sub dimensions gives a better idea of how people 

rationalise political trust, and can assist the understanding what constitutes and 

contributes to trust (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2003). Various dimensions of trust also 

provide operable ways for entities to enhance trust in a way that general questions such 

as that of the World Values Survey does (it asks: ‘Based on your experience, how much 

confidence do you have in the national government?’) (World Values Survey Wave 6: 

2010-2014).  

Table 5-1 Questions of measuring trust 

Proxy Survey questions 

Fairness Do you think Shanghai tap water everywhere is the same? 

Honesty If the water supply company found that the water was unsafe, do you 

think that they would tell you? 

Competence Do you think that the water supply company is able to supply water 

that is safe to drink from the tap? 

General 

trust  

If Shanghai water companies declared that the tap water was reaching 

the standards of direct drinking, would you drink it? 
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Consistent with the literature reviewed earlier about the elements of trust, questions 

about three dimensions of trust were asked and they are fairness, honesty, and the 

competence of water companies. It is worth mentioning that the question coded as 

honesty here also reflects governmental transparency to some extent, considering the 

important role of openness in transparency as discussed in Chapter 2. So the answers to 

this question provides insights into the role of transparency in trust evaluations in 

Shanghai. Moreover, a question about general trust in water companies was also asked 

(Table 5-1).  

The answers to all questions about trust were scaled as ‘Yes’, ‘No’, and ‘I don’t know’ to 

distinguish between trust, no trust, and no opinion. The analysis sought to find out if 

people differ with respect to the three sub dimensions of trust, and in their general trust 

in water companies. To do this, frequency distributions and descriptive statistics were 

used to distinguish differences. Then, responses from individuals with an opinion 

(answer Yes or No) in the general trust question were analysed and their answers to 

individual characteristics were compared, seeking to examine the influence of 

demographic variables on public trust. 

In the reliability analysis, the Cronbach’s Alpha tests the assumption that all the items 

measure a single dimension. Regarding this research, the value of Cronbach’s Alpha for 

the three sub scales (fairness, honesty, and competence) is 0.327. When adding general 

trust into the reliability analysis, the Cronbach’s Alpha for the four items is 0.448, which 

is still quite low. Hence, it is not suitable to recognise these features as components of 

trust, which means we cannot say that general trust is a function of trust in fairness, 

honesty and competence; nor can we figure out the weight of each of these for general 

trust. However, what cannot be denied is that fairness, honesty, and competence are 

important facets of the performance through which people evaluate institutions. 

Measuring separated dimensions of trust helps in understanding which government 

authority performances people are more or less satisfied with, and this can be a useful 

reference for policy makers and regulators.  

Eight demographic elements were assessed for their effects on political trust, and these 

were controlled for in sampling: gender, age, hukou status, location, occupation, 
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education, income and ownership of residential property. The specific socioeconomic 

and demographic information of interviewees is shown in Appendix II. Because 

performance is a variable in trust, the data was also sampled for potential variations in 

water quality that may arise across the three areas supplied by different combinations 

of sources: the Pudong New area, which is supplied by water from the Yangtze River via 

the public/private Shanghai Pudong Veolia Water Company, the older Puxi area supplied 

by water from the Yangtze River via State-Owned companies, and the suburban districts 

in Puxi supplied by water from the less clean Huangpu River via State-Owned companies. 

The results will be presented in the following sections.  

5.4 General results and discussion 

5.4.1 Levels of political trust  

As shown in Table 5-2, few people trust water companies to be honest. Only 28.9 

percent of respondents believe that water companies will tell them the truth if their 

drinking water is unsafe. Perception of fairness and competence are higher, yet only 

38.5 percent and 46.5 percent (respectively) of the respondents trust the water 

companies to be fair and to be competent. It is notable that a relatively high proportion 

of respondents are unsure about the fairness of water companies. The level of general 

trust in water companies is higher than that of trust in fairness and honesty, but lower 

than that of competence. 

Table 5-2 Frequency of attitudes towards trust and sub dimensions of trust 

Percentage (%) Fairness Competence Honesty General trust 

Yes 38.5 46.5 28.9 42.8 

No 28.8 35.2 53.9 38.9 

I don’t know 32.7 18.3 17.3 18.3 

People in Shanghai distrust the transparency and honesty of water companies, but they 

still trust the water companies to provide safe drinking water. In this case, competence 

is an important factor influencing overall assessments of trust: people expect this and 

assume it to be the case. Over half of the respondents do not trust the water supply 
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institutions to be honest. This can be explained in the context of Chinese political culture; 

people may already be resigned to the idea that authorities are not honest and 

transparent, which is often said to be in the interests of social stability (weiwen 维稳). 

The data on perception of fairness is difficult to interpret given that a third of 

respondents had ‘No opinion’. Remnant socialist ideology may conflict with the impact 

of western liberal culture to confuse the result here, stressing the importance of 

examining demographic influences on these results.    

This result is not as positive as has been revealed in nationwide opinion polls (such as 

the World Value Survey). This may be related to the method bias (as discussed in 

Chapter 2) (Marien, 2017). Large surveys tend to use quite general questions to capture 

broad public viewpoints. For example, the widely used question How much of the time 

do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is right? is 

recognised as the ‘the standard question for all analyses on political trust’ (Mangum, 

2011: 592). Generic questions are helpful to compare across diverse populations, and to 

obtain a high response rate. However, general questions also constrain the accuracy of 

the measurement, with the cause of trustworthiness undefined, and also tend to ignore 

contextual and individual differences and so lose some relational and detailed 

information.  

Political trust arises through interaction with specific public institutions on specific issues 

such as schooling, environmental health, tourism development, or policing (Chen, 2004; 

Christensen and Lægreid, 2005; Fisher et al., 2010; Nunkoo, 2015). Hence, this research 

uses specific questions about various trust dimensions to capture the public’s attitudes 

toward the government. We can expect that the tailored specific focus of the questions 

will reveal more detailed insights into trust than the generic assessments applied at the 

national level. 

5.4.2 Influences of demographic variables  

In order to investigate the influences of eight demographic factors (location, ownership 

of residential property, gender, hukou status, age, education level, occupation, and 
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annual household income) binary logistic regressions were used. The last sub category 

of each factor was treated as an indicator.  

Table 5-3 shows that among the eight variables, ownership of residential property, 

gender, and occupation are not significant for any of the dimensions of trust being 

tested. Compared to previous studies that show that cadres from the party and 

government employees tend to trust more in the government (Qiu et al., 2012; He et al., 

2014), like Hu (2007), no such result was found. Similarly, gender, home ownership 

status, and income do not play a role in stratifying public trust, which is consistent with 

the result of relationships of gender and income with political trust reported by Shen 

and Guo (2013). Age and income are each associated with only one dimension of trust. 

Age is only statistically significant for fairness, which means that elderly people have a 

higher propensity to trust that institutions will perform fairly.  

Table 5-3 Associations between perceived trust and social demographic characteristics 

(significance level) 

 Honesty Competence Fairness General trust 

Location .001* .498 .008* .000* 

Ownership .216 .924 .798 .949 

Gender .166 .194 .264 .058 

Hukou .004* .000* .010* .000* 

Age .862 .605 .026* .160 

Education .000* .774 .000* .000* 

Occupation .429 .693 .202 .250 

Income .311 .020* .824 .526 

*P<0.05 

Location, hukou status, and education levels significantly stratify trust in at least three 

dimensions. As explained above, location represents three living places: Pudong new 

(Yangzi River), Puxi (Yangtze River) and Puxi (Huangpu River). In order to obtain 

consistent and interpretable results, different specifications of the model were run, 

aiming to see how consistent the results are across different specifications.   
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Generally, the location was considered in four ways together with other seven 

demographic factors in the binary logistic regression analysis for general trust. For 

example, group 1 recoded location into two categories (Yangtze River and Huangpu 

River) according to the water source for those districts. The specific categorising method 

and analysis results are shown in Table 5-4.  

The results show that no matter how the location was coded, it seems safe to say the 

effects of hukou and education are relevant, but the effects of gender and age are not 

always significant. Among the results in Table 5-4, location becomes a significant factor 

for general political trust in groups 1, 3 and 4. However, we cannot conclude that people 

relying on water from the Huangpu trust more than those that rely on water from the 

Yangtze (as group 1 results show). Since, results in groups 3 and 4 suggest that people 

living in Puxi using water from the Yangtze River have higher trust level than people 

using water from the Huangpu River. In fact, between Pudong and Puxi much else varies 

besides, including the ownership of water supply companies, and the quality of public 

water pipes, and of private water pipes (buildings in Puxi are far older than those in 

Pudong, however, not all of Pudong New District is newly developed), so it is hard to 

generate a clear interpretation of the reasons for this result.  

Table 5-4 Results of binary logistic regression analysis of important individual 

demographic factors with different specifications of location 

 Recoded location Significant factors Variation tendency of 

general trust 

Group 1 

(Location: Yangtze River, 

Huangpu River) 

Hukou  Rural > Urban 

Education Decreasing with more 

education  

Age  reverse U-shape 

Location: water source  Huangpu > Yangtze 

Group 2 

(only Pudong District)  

Hukou Rural > Urban 

Education Decreasing with more 

education 

Group 3 

(Location: Puxi -Yangtze 

River, Puxi -Huangpu River) 

 

Hukou  Rural > Urban 

Education Decreasing with more 

education 

Location-Puxi Puxi-Yangtze>Puxi-Huangpu 
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Gender female<male 

Group 4 

(Location: Pudong, Puxi-

Yangtze, Puxi-Huangpu) 

 

  

Hukou  Rural > Urban 

Education Decreasing with more 

education 

Location Pudong >Puxi-Huangpu; 

Puxi-Yangtze>Puxi-Huangpu 

Thus, based on the results here, hukou and education are probably important for trust; 

gender and age may be, but not always clear. Due to complex information that location 

contains, the effect of location is difficult to discern. 

 

Figure 5-1 Distribution of trust via education levels 

Education is an important variable. In the analysis, the group of people with a master’s 

degree or above was made as the base category. Compared to this base group there is 

no remarkable difference in the political trust of people with diplomas or bachelor 

degrees. However, the less educated groups clearly showed higher levels of trust in 

terms of fairness, honesty of the water companies and general trust (Figure 5-1). This 

result therefore confirms that political trust falls as educational attainment increases; at 

a minimum at least to say that educated people’s expectations of water companies are 

not being met. 
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It is interesting that neither location nor education is significant in explaining people’s 

trust in the competence of water suppliers. Wherever they live or whatever their 

education is, people hold similar levels of trust in the competence of Shanghai's water 

companies. Rather, the variations concern trust in the more democratic dimensions of 

honesty and fairness.  

Hukou status induces significant variations in all three dimensions and overall political 

trust. Invariably, people with rural hukou are more likely to say that they trust than 

people with urban hukou (Figure 5-2). This is despite the fact that people with urban 

hukou are usually entitled to a larger range of entitlements and social welfare provisions. 

This suggests that the enduring benefits of past reforms in rural areas sustains political 

trust (Gao and Zhai, 2013). It may also be that people with urban hukou, who are 

wealthier and have social protection, can afford to pay more attention to quality of life 

issues, including water quality and political freedoms, which raises their expectations of 

political systems. In contrast, migrant workers from rural areas are likely to feel more 

powerless, with more immediate and material priorities, leading them to have lower 

expectations of political institutions.  

 

Figure 5-2 Distribution of trust via hukou status 

Based on the significance values in Table 5-3 and correlation analysis, it seems safe to 

say that age is significant in explaining variations of trust in fairness. Age is positively 
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related with trust in fairness, suggesting older people remember the huge gains in their 

wellbeing arising from past economic reforms, which sustains their trust as they get 

older, or they remain influenced by previous more hierarchical forms of political 

philosophy.  

Although income is significantly related with trust in competence, this significance 

derives solely from the high levels of trust exhibited by the group whose annual 

household income is over 1 million yuan per year. However, this higher income group 

only accounts for 0.6 percent of the total number of participants, and if this group is 

taken out of consideration, income is no longer significantly related to trust in 

competence.  

To summarise, ownership of residential property, gender, occupation, and income levels 

cannot explain much of the variation in political trust. Larger numbers of aged people 

than young ones think water companies are fair. People who are less educated and 

people with rural hukou tend to have more trust in water companies. In response to the 

effects of location, generally, people who drink water from the Yangtze River have a 

greater propensity to trust water companies to be fair and open. However, it is hard to 

extract location from other features of the environmental context, such as water 

companies, water source and the age of pipes. Hence, more needs to be known before 

confidence can be placed in the results about the effect of location.   

Through the focus on the relationship between demographic factors and political trust, 

this research aims to uncover how political trust is shaped by demographic variables, 

and what the effect of further change in these variables might mean for political trust in 

the future. Since hukou status and educational attainment are the two most influential 

variables in stratifying political trust, a further examination on these is warranted.  

The National Bureau of Statistics Population Survey data shows that Shanghai’s 

population is becoming better educated (also applicable in China), with the number of 

people with qualifications from higher education rising from 15 percent in 2002 to 25 

percent in 2013 (Figure 5-3). The percentage of people with primary school, junior high, 

and high school level of education is invariant. The percentage of people with an 
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education level less than primary school graduation is shrinking, as is the share of people 

who are illiterate. Given that more education leads to lower levels of political trust, this 

trend suggests falling levels of political trust in Shanghai in the future. 

  

Figure 5-3 Percentage of education attainment of people over 6 years old in Shanghai 

Consistent with the relentless rate of rural to urban migration and urbanisation in China 

(Zhang and Song, 2003), the share of Shanghai's population with urban hukou has 

changed dramatically during the last three decades. At the end of the 1980s only 2.6 

percent of Shanghai’s population were not registered to live in the municipality. This 

number now stands at over 40 percent (Shanghai Statistical Yearbook, 2015). This large 

increase in rural to urban migrants has helped offset the decline in political trust arising 

from higher education levels: noting that the two populations are highly likely to be 

exclusive because migrant workers have very restricted access to education. So the 

results suggest that the rural to urban migration discouraged by the discriminatory 

hukou policy nevertheless has a positive effect on net political trust in Shanghai. The 

future however remains less clear. At some point, rural to urban migration will slow, and 

this, coupled with the relaxation of restrictions on rural hukou holders and the increasing 

conversion of rural to urban hukou now underway, will all mean a more educated and 

urbanised society. In addition, the children of rural migrants raised in Shanghai will have 

less memory of past achievements. At some point, then, within the next few decades, 
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the positive effect of rural to urban migration on political trust will diminish, and the 

negative effect of rising education will come to dominate. 

Based on previous studies, theories of political trust, and the researcher’s own 

experiences in China, it is reasonable to propose that educated people and people with 

urban hukou are more aware of the functions and responsibilities of political institutions, 

so that they have higher expectations of these institutions as well as more critical 

attitudes towards their performance. They generally trust that these institutions are 

competent, but do not consider them to be transparent, and this concern for honesty 

seems to lower overall levels of political trust. If in the future these growing numbers of 

better educated and urban hukou people trust institutions at the same rate as they do 

now, then levels of trust in political institutions in Shanghai will fall. To offset this 

problem, political institutions such as those that manage potable water need to perform 

their functions well, and built trust through greater transparency about their 

performance. 

5.5 Discussion  

The qualitative interview data shows that most respondents feel satisfied with China’s 

economic development, for example, a female respondent from Baoshan District (29 

years old) said,  

I think the Shanghai municipal government does a good job in 

developing the economy. They will try their best to keep their 

promises. My parents feel satisfied with the government. They say 

due to the economic development, life changes from being short of 

food to having leftovers every day.  

The results in this chapter show that in regard to water management in Shanghai, people 

show a slightly higher level of confidence in the authorities’ competence (yet still below 

50 percent), but hold quite cynical and distrustful attitudes towards the other two 

dimensions, especially the honesty of authorities. Along with the unpromising overall 

political trust (only 42.8 percent said they trust in the authorities), it seems that with the 
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fast development of the economy and technology, and the awakening of civic 

consciousness, people are pursuing more equal rights and they want to be informed not 

only of the good news but also the consequences of the bad. Evidence drawn from the 

qualitative interviews illustrates that people feel disappointed about the opaqueness 

and dishonesty of government. A few examples of these complaints (regarding lack of 

openness and transparency of government) are presented here.  

 I think it would be better that it is the government which tells people 

what is happening. But we just got informed by the tabloids.   

Baoshan District, female, 29 years old 

When talking about the ‘dead pigs’ incidents’ in Huangpu River, 2013, people say,   

If the endanger rate [of the dead pigs incident] is at 10, then I think 

the government will just tell people 3 or 4.  

Putuo District, male, 30 years old 

I do not think that the government will tell the public the truth. For 

example, if there are pollution incidents, the government will not 

expose at first, unless they cannot hide it anymore due to the 

pressure of the press and public. 

Putuo District, male, 25 years old  

It is unbelievable that when the government comes out to refute a 

rumour. While they deny stronger, we feel … [the government] is 

definitely not trustworthy.  

Songjiang District, female, 36 years old  

However, the qualitative interview data indicates that there are gaps between the 

perception of this transparency from the government and the public. An official from 

Shanghai Water Authority asserted it is not necessary to tell the public everything and 

there is a reason for this. He said,  
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The government has the opaque performances. One reason is lack 

of policy enforcement; the other reason is consideration of weiwen 

(维稳), avoiding panic.  

Problems related with the water quality will be scaled. The public 

needs to be informed about some of them and some they do not 

need to know. Transparency is a trend and is good. But if every single 

incident needs to be addressed, that will cost lots of time and energy 

to explain, which may initiate more conflict, problems, even panic. It 

is not necessary to tell people all the truth. If telling the truth cost 1 

yuan, then the people panicked, it will cost 100 yuan to eliminate the 

panic, then it would be better to have not uncovered the truth in the 

first place.  

As one of China’s largest and wealthiest cities, and its most open and modern, Shanghai 

is at the forefront of the kinds of demographic changes that may be changing the bases 

of political trust in China. Economic development may help the government gain a good 

reputation and enhance public support in the short term, however, in the long run it 

may also promote value changes and create critical citizens (Wang, 2005). Findings of 

this chapter show that transparency and honesty are the most criticised facets among 

the government’s performances. According to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, 

political trust usually generates from a particular performance, similarly, distrust 

happens when people are let down due to a particular performance failure. After that 

the trust or distrust extends to other facets by influencing future interpretations of the 

performance (Slovic, 1993; Christensen and Lægreid, 2005). This will also be illustrated 

in the results in Chapter 7. Considering that political trust is widely seen as a reflection 

of a regime’s perceived legitimacy, which is important for maintaining social stability 

(weiwen 维稳) in times of insufficient short-term performance, the Chinese government 

should pay more attention to the equality and the transparency of its performance in 

the future. 



117 
 

5.6 Conclusion  

This chapter has demonstrated that the overall political trust in water management 

authorities in Shanghai is low, especially with respect to trust in their honesty and 

fairness. There is waning political trust with individual demographic characteristics, 

particularly among more educated people and people with urban hukou.  

Though the result regarding the effect of education on trust is consistent with other 

studies, the finding that residential status is also important for political trust is novel. In 

Shanghai, as in China overall, people are becoming better educated and more urbanised, 

and our results show that in the absence of any change in the performance of 

transparency or government, these trends suggest declining levels of political trust in 

the future. China’s demographic transition seems to be changing the political outlook of 

the public, who are becoming less influenced by history and more concerned about 

rights and transparency, and these latter concerns are increasingly influencing people’s 

trust in political institutions. Fresh water supply is one important function of 

government. Public opinion on the trustworthiness of the government’s performance in 

this aspect, as well as in other divisions, such as food security and environmental 

protection, matters for the legitimacy and the stability of the government.  

Based on these findings, the following empirical chapters will attempt to extend the 

demographic indicators with additional variables, such as risk perception and water 

consumption behaviours. In addition, the next chapters will complement 

understandings of political trust with more qualitative data seeking more nuanced 

explanations for the variations of political trust in China. 
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Chapter 6 The relationship between political 

trust and risk perception11  

 

6.1 Introduction  

As explained in Chapter 2, trust is closely related to risk, and the relationship between 

risk perception and political trust has been the subject of numerous studies across a 

variety of social science disciplines (Lewis and Weigert, 1985; Giddens, 1990; Slovic, 

1993; Beck, 2000; Viklund, 2003; Earle, 2010). Beck (1992, 2000) points out that with 

globalisation and increasingly sophisticated technology, we are now living in a more 

unsure and unpredictable world. Risk is seemingly a feature of such modernity due to 

this growing uncertainty. A function of trust is to reduce this uncertainty by helping 

people to accept that risks are being managed by someone. Thus, many empirical 

studies seek to test the relationship between trust and an array of risks, such as natural 

hazards (Bronfman et al., 2015), nuclear power (Pidgeon et al., 2008), recycled water 

(Ross et al., 2014), and GM food (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2005; Lu et al., 2014). The most 

widely accepted finding is that risk perception is a function of trust, and trust works as 

a solution for risk (Brown, 2016). High ratings of the trustworthiness of risk managers 

and low public perception of risk are highly correlated, as suggested by Nakayachi and 

Ozaki (2014).  

However, also as explained in Chapter 2, this close correlation is not unconditional. For 

example, through a cross-national study in Europe, Viklund (2003) concludes that trust 

is a significant predictor of perceived risk, but with different strengths across different 

countries and types of risks. Whether the trustees voluntarily share their fate with the 

public may play an important role in increasing public trust in risk managers (Nakayachi 

                                                           
11 The content of this chapter was generated into a paper and published in the Journal of Risk Research. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2017.1351469 
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and Ozaki, 2014). This is evidenced by the research results of Sjöberg and Drottz-Sjöberg 

(2009) and Earle (2010).  

In addition, researchers are now starting to question if the direction of this correlation 

between risk perception and trust might be two-way. For example, Hupcey et al. (2001) 

propose that an assessment of risk is an antecedent of trust, and Earle and Siegrist (2008) 

argue that the relationship works in both directions – risk perception may influence trust 

as well as trust predicting risk perception. Similarly, Wu et al. (2017) study public risk 

perception of food safety and trust in the government in China, and they find their 

relationship is likely to be two-directional and mutually reinforcing. But these 

speculations lack empirical evidence as there has been very little research examining the 

alternative proposition that risk perception influences trust.  

The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to test this speculation by examining whether 

there is a correlation between perception of risks of consuming tap water and political 

trust in water management institutions; and if a correlation is found, whether it is 

bidirectional, and how strong the relationship is. Drawing on the UoM/ECNU survey data, 

this chapter first specifies the data used for the following analyses, followed by the 

analysis method. Two tests are provided: the first to investigate the effects of political 

trust on public risk perception; the second to examine whether political trust responds 

to the perception of risks. An in-depth discussion of the results is presented after the 

general results. This chapter therefore answers the second research question.  

6.2 Data and Methods  

As described in Chapter 3, the UoM/ECNU survey included extensive questions. Tailored 

by the aim of this chapter (to answer the second research question), the responses to 

seven questions asked in the survey (listed in Table 6-1) are utilised here.   
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Table 6-1 Survey questions used for this study (and coding strategy) 

Purpose Survey questions Answers  

Risk 

perception  

Do you think it is safe to directly 

drink tap water without boiling it? 

(Drink safe) 

Yes  

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No  

Do you think it is safe to cook with 

tap water without treatment? (Cook 

safe) 

Yes  

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No  

Do you think it is safe to use tap 

water for washing or showering 

without any treatment? (Wash safe) 

Yes  

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No  

Trust-fairness Do you think Shanghai tap water is 

the same everywhere?  

Yes (Trust) 

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No (Distrust) 

Trust-

competence 

Do you think that the water supply 

company is able to supply water that 

is safe to drink from the tap?  

Yes (Trust) 

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No (distrust) 

Trust-honesty If the water supply company found 

that the water was unsafe, do you 

think that they'd tell you?  

Yes (Trust) 

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No (Distrust) 

General trust If the Shanghai water company 

declared that the tap water had 

reached the standards of direct 

drinking, would you drink it?  

Yes (Trust) 

I don’t know (No opinion) 

No (Distrust) 

In order to scale the perception of the risks, responses to the perception of the risk of 

consuming tap water for drinking, cooking and washing (‘drink safe’, ‘cook safe’, and 

‘wash safe’) were coded together. Among the 5007 responses, 271 responses were 

dropped from following analysis due to missing answers for either one, two or all three 

questions. Besides, another 44 responses were eliminated due to illogical answers; for 

example, some people said that it is safe to drink tap water, but that it is unsafe to cook 

or wash with it, which does not make sense. The method for scaling responses is shown 
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in Table 6-2. Given that Chinese people generally tend to be modest and conservative in 

showing negative opinions of the government and authorities, here, I merge the lower 

levels of risk perception with the adjacent higher levels of risk perception groups. Take 

High risk perception as an example. This level covers four categories of perception of 

tap water: unsafe for drinking, cooking and washing (3-3-3); unsafe for drinking and 

washing, no opinion for cooking (3-2-3); unsafe for drinking and cooking, no opinion for 

washing (3-3-2); and unsafe for drinking, no opinion for cooking and washing (3-2-2). 

Thus, the scales of risk perception about consuming tap water was grouped into five 

categories: High risk perception (HRP), Medium risk perception (MRP), Low risk 

perception (LRP), No risk perception (NRP) and No opinion. The category of ‘No risk 

perception’ only represents the situation where people think the water is safe for each 

of directly drinking, cooking and washing. In the final analysis presented here the ‘No 

opinion’ group was deleted due to the small number of responses (n = 18). So, 4674 

responses were analysed for the following results.  

Table 6-2 Scales of risk perception* 

Scale of risk perception Drink safe Cook safe Wash safe 

High risk perception 3 3 3 

3 2 3 

3 3 2 

3 2 2 

Medium risk perception 3 3 1 

3 2 1 

2 3 1 

Low risk perception 3 1 2 

3 1 1 

2 2 1 

2 1 1 

No risk perception 1 1 1 

* 1 represents ‘Yes, I think it is safe for consuming (drinking or cooking or washing)’;  

2 represents ‘I don’t know’; 

3 represents ‘No, I do not think it is safe for consuming (drinking or cooking or washing)’. 

As explained in previous chapters, the UoM/ECNU survey also asked questions about 

confidence in the fairness, competence and honesty of water supply authorities. 
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General trust reflects an overall evaluation of the trustworthiness. Trust in fairness 

refers to the perception that people are treated fairly by water authorities. Attitudes 

regarding competence reflect an evaluation of the water authorities’ ability and 

necessary skills to carry out their commitments. Trust in honesty corresponds to a view 

that the authorities are truthful and transparent in their procedures and intended goals. 

The answers for all the trust questions were coded as ‘Trust’, ‘No opinion’, and ‘Distrust’. 

SPSS was used to do the coding and statistical analysis. Specific methods and parameters 

will be described in detail in the following results and discussion section.   

6.3 Results and discussion 

The descriptive statistics in Table 6-3 offer an initial insight into the public’s perception 

of the risk of using tap water. We found that the number of people who perceive there 

to be no risks at all (safe for directly drinking, cooking and washing) and those who 

perceive high risk (unsafe for directly drinking, cooking and washing) are each a very 

small portion of the total (4.3 percent and 3.8 percent respectively). A quite large 

number of respondents (67.5 percent) see consuming water to be of low risk, which 

means that in their opinion it is safe for cooking and washing, but unsafe for drinking 

without any treatment. In addition, about 24.4 percent of the respondents see 

consuming water to be a medium risk, that is, it is safe for washing, however, unsafe for 

taking into the body, either via cooking or drinking. 

Table 6-3 Description of scales of risk perception of tap water 

Scales of risk perception Frequency Percentage (%) 

No risk perception  200 4.3 

Low risk perception  3154 67.5 

Medium risk perception  1143 24.4 

High risk perception  177 3.8 

Total 4674 100.0 
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6.3.1 Correlations between risk perception and political trust 

We sought to find out if there is a relationship between perception of risk and trust in 

water supply authorities. Cross tabulations show that the correlations between different 

dimensions of people’s trust and their risk perception are significant (Table 6-4). 

However, for each dimension of trustworthiness towards the authorities, there is no 

simple relationship between the level of trust and the risk perception. For example, 

Table 6-5 shows that the distribution of risk perception in relation to general trust: 

regardless of their level of trust, the majority of people think that the use of water entails 

low risk. Similar results apply to the other dimensions of trust (Table 6-5). This indicates 

that the relationship between risk perception and trust is not as simple as ‘if people trust, 

there is no risk’; or ‘if they don’t trust, there is high risk’. More analysis needs to be done 

to understand this relationship.  

Table 6-4 Significance of the relationship between trust and risk perception 

Trust *scales of risk perception Sig. (Pearson Chi-Square) Phi 

Fairness   .000 .117 

Honesty  .000 .115 

Competence  .000 .107 

General trust .000 .134 

P<0.05 
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Table 6-5 Description of scales of risk perception and general trust levels 

Scales of risk perception 

(SRP) 

General trust Honesty -trust Fairness -trust Competence-trust 

Trust 
I don't 

know 
Distrust  Trust 

I don't 

know 
Distrust  Trust 

I don't 

know 
Distrust  Trust 

I don't 

know 
Distrust  

NRP   
Count 139 19 35 73 21 75 96 74 29 104 16 37 

% within trust 7.00 2.30 1.90 6.08 2.99 3.45 5.36 4.87 2.21 5.78 2.37 2.71 

LRP  
Count 1317 554 1256 871 488 1414 1276 991 849 1255 438 905 

% within trust 66.30 66.40 69.70 72.58 69.52 65.10 71.21 65.28 64.71 69.76 64.89 66.25 

MRP 
Count 474 214 439 224 160 598 383 378 370 377 192 365 

% within trust 23.90 25.70 24.30 18.67 22.79 27.53 21.37 24.90 28.20 20.96 28.44 26.72 

HRP  
Count 55 47 73 32 33 85 37 75 64 63 29 59 

% within trust 2.80 5.60 4.00 2.67 4.70 3.91 2.06 4.94 4.88 3.50 4.30 4.32 

Total Count 1985 834 1803 1200 702 2172 1792 1518 1312 1799 675 1366 

 % within trust 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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6.3.2 Testing the effects of political trust on public risk perception 

Since trust is related to risk perception, multinominal logistic analysis was used to 

investigate the role that trust plays. Scales of risk perception were set as dependent 

variables. Different dimensions of trust were used as factors. With ‘No risk perception’ 

as the reference category and distrust being redundant, the effects of trust on risk 

perception were examined. The likelihood ratio test has Chi-square = 82.420 (general 

trust), 67.939 (fairness trust), 53.684 (honesty trust), and 44.476 (competence trust), 

which, with 6 degrees of freedom, are significant at p = 0.000. The detailed results are 

shown in Table 6-6. For each factor (trust measure), the table provides the regression 

coefficient (B), its standard error, its level of significance and exponential of B, which is 

the ratio of the odds of each level of risk perception in comparison with the reference 

level: no risk perception. 

Table 6-6 shows that for every measure of trust and for every level of risk perception, 

trust is significantly associated with risk perception. However, for three of the four 

measures of trust (honesty, competence and general trust), ‘No opinion’ is not 

significantly associated with risk perception. That is to say, for those three measures of 

trust, ‘No opinion’ has the same effect as ‘Distrust’. ‘No opinion’ probably reflects an 

attitude similar to distrust in most circumstances of this study given people may be 

reluctant to say they ‘distrust’ government.  

An intuitive understanding of these results can be obtained by considering the manner 

in which the odds of different levels of risk perception change in response to trust. 

Taking general trust for example, the relation is as follows:  

As compared to the effects of distrust, if you trust,  

the odds of high risk perception = 0.190 * the odds of no risk 

perception; 

the odds of medium risk perception = 0.272 * the odds of no risk 

perception; and 
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the odds of low risk perception = 0.264 * the odds of no risk 

perception.  

In other words, people who trust are much less likely to have a higher risk perception 

than those who do not trust; and are less likely to have medium or low levels of risk 

perception. Similar conclusions apply to the three specific forms of trust (except that 

‘No opinion’ of fairness trust also affects perception of risk). 
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Table 6-6 Effects of various dimensions of trust on perceived risks 

 Risk perception and fairness-

trusta 

Risk perception and honesty-

trusta 

Risk perception and 

competence-trusta 

Risk perception and general 

trusta 

 B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) 

HRP Intercept .792 .224 .000  .125 .158 .429  .467 .210 .026  .735 .206 .000  

Trust -1.745 .296 .000 .175 -.950 .265 .000 .387 -.968 .264 .000 .380 -1.662 .260 .000 .190 

No opinion -.778 .277 .005 .459 .327 .321 .309 1.387 .128 .375 .733 1.137 .171 .341 .617 1.186 

Distrust  0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

MRP Intercept 2.546 .193 .000  2.076 .122 .000  2.289 .173 .000  2.529 .176 .000  

Trust -1.163 .224 .000 .313 -.955 .182 .000 .385 -1.001 .205 .000 .367 -1.302 .200 .000 .272 

No opinion -.915 .231 .000 .400 -.045 .262 .863 .956 .196 .312 .530 1.216 -.108 .297 .717 .898 

Distrust  0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

LRP Intercept 3.377 .189 .000  2.937 .118 .000  3.197 .168 .000  3.580 .171 .000  

Trust -.790 .216 .000 .454 -.458 .170 .007 .633 -.707 .196 .000 .493 -1.332 .193 .000 .264 

No opinion -.782 .224 .000 .457 .209 .252 .407 1.233 .113 .305 .712 1.119 -.208 .289 .473 .813 

Distrust  0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

a The reference category is: no risk perception (NRP). 

b This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant. 
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6.3.3 Testing the influence of public risk perception on political trust  

After the results reported in section 6.3.2 confirming the influence of political trust on 

perception of risks, which is in line with the studies of Poortinga and Pidgeon (2005), 

Earle (2010), and Brown (2016), we then changed the focus to examine the possible 

effect of risk perception on political trust. In this multinominal logistic regression 

analysis, trust was used as a dependent variable, scales of risk perception were 

examined as influencing factors, no risk perception was treated as a redundant 

parameter, and distrust was treated as a reference category. The general results are 

shown in Table 6-7 (a).  

Table 6-7 (a) shows that when people perceive higher levels of risk, they are less likely 

to trust. This is applicable for all trust measures. For example, when the perceived scale 

of risk increases from no risk perception to high risk perception, the odds of general trust 

will drop by more than 80 percent (EXP (B)=0.190), which can be described as:  

The odds of general trust (SRP=high risk perception) = 0.19 * the 

odds of general trust (SRP=no risk perception) 

This means that higher levels of perception of risk significantly erodes political trust and 

stimulates an attitude of distrust. As argued by Trumbo and McComas (2003: 350), 

‘directionality is always a problem in correlational designs.’ Although the regression 

analyses cannot conclude about the direction of causality, this evidence has indicated 

that high risk perception may also lead to a reduction of trust in government institutions 

(Wu et al., 2017). The following chapter will offer more insight as to this inverse 

correlation through analysis of interview data.  

In addition, the changes of risk perception levels – changing from ‘Distrust’ to ‘I don’t 

know’ (the Sig. values are not significant, and the Exp (B) is close to 1) – do not explain 

much of the trust attitudes, except for fairness trust. This indicates that people’s attitude 

changes from ‘Distrust’ to ‘No opinion’ are not a response to the various scales of risk 

perception. Taking the result in section 6.3.2 together with result here, we may further 

assume that, the answer of ‘I don’t know’ probably can be treated as equivalent to 

distrust when talking about trust as competence, honesty and general trust. In the 
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Chinese social, political and cultural context, people are generally perceived as indirect 

and reserved (Gao, 1998), sometimes are reluctant to give negative opinions about the 

authorities, and will try not to be distinctive in their replies (Shi, 2001, 2009). When the 

public are asked if they trust the authorities with respect to honesty, competence or in 

general, their answer ‘I don’t know’ is likely to be the same as distrust. 

Next, similar multinominal logistic regression analysis was carried out but with ‘Trust’ as 

the reference category (Table 6-7 (b)). The result is consistent with the above findings, 

which is when the scales of risk perception increase, the odds of distrust will significantly 

grow for all trust measures. In addition, an increase in the level of risk perception will 

notably facilitate a change in the odds from ‘Trust’ to ‘I don’t know’ (except for trust in 

fairness).  
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Table 6-7 (a) Effects of perceived risks on various dimensions of political trust (I) 

 Fairness trust Competence trust Honesty trust General trust 

B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp 

(B) 

B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp 

(B) 

B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp 

(B) 

B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp 

(B) 

Trust Intercept 1.197 .212 .000  1.033 .191 .000  -.027 .164 .869  1.379 .189 .000  

HRP -

1.745 

.296 .000 .175 -.968 .264 .000 .380 -.950 .265 .000 .387 -

1.662 

.260 .000 .190 

MRP -

1.163 

.224 .000 .313 -

1.001 

.205 .000 .367 -.955 .182 .000 .385 -

1.302 

.200 .000 .272 

LRP -.790 .216 .000 .454 -.707 .196 .000 .493 -.458 .170 .007 .633 -

1.332 

.193 .000 .264 

NRP 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

No 

opinion 

Intercept .937 .219 .000  -.838 .299 .005  -

1.273 

.247 .000  -.611 .285 .032  

HRP -.778 .277 .005 .459 .128 .375 .733 1.137 .327 .321 .309 1.387 .171 .341 .617 1.186 

MRP -.915 .231 .000 .400 .196 .312 .530 1.216 -.045 .262 .863 .956 -.108 .297 .717 .898 

LRP -.782 .224 .000 .457 .113 .305 .712 1.119 .209 .252 .407 1.233 -.208 .289 .473 .813 

NRP 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

a The reference category is: Distrust. 

b This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant 
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Table 6-7 (b) Effects of perceived risks on various dimensions of political trust (II) 

 Fairness trust Competence trust Honesty trust General trust 

B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) B Std. 

Error 

Sig. Exp(B) 

Distrust Intercept -1.197 .212 .000  -1.033 .191 .000  .027 .164 .869  -1.379 .189 .000  

HRP 1.745 .296 .000 5.726 .968 .264 .000 2.632 .950 .265 .000 2.585 1.662 .260 .000 5.271 

MRP 1.163 .224 .000 3.198 1.001 .205 .000 2.721 .955 .182 .000 2.598 1.302 .200 .000 3.678 

LRP .790 .216 .000 2.203 .707 .196 .000 2.027 .458 .170 .007 1.580 1.332 .193 .000 3.787 

NRP 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

No opinion Intercept -.260 .155 .092  -1.872 .269 .000  -1.246 .248 .000  -1.990 .245 .000  

HRP .967 .254 .000 2.630 1.096 .350 .002 2.992 1.277 .351 .000 3.585 1.833 .315 .000 6.252 

MRP .247 .171 .148 1.280 1.197 .283 .000 3.310 .909 .268 .001 2.483 1.195 .258 .000 3.303 

LRP .008 .160 .963 1.008 .819 .274 .003 2.269 .667 .254 .009 1.948 1.124 .250 .000 3.077 

NRP 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 0b . . . 

a The reference category is: Trust. 

b This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant. 
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6.4 Discussion 

The results of this chapter confirm that risk perception is inversely correlated with 

political trust in authoritarian China. When there is a high degree of trust in the 

authorities responsible for water supply, the perception of the risk of consuming water 

is low. However, one thing that should not be ignored is that, although risk perception 

is negatively correlated with political trust, when people trust in authorities, risk 

perception still varies across ‘High risk perception’, ‘Medium risk perception’, ‘Low risk 

perception’ and ‘No risk perception’, as shown in Table 6-5. Hence, it makes sense to 

speculate that there are conditions that may explain the correlation between risk 

perception and political trust.  

Here we propose one way of possibly understanding the unsettled relationship between 

risk perception and political trust reported in this chapter. To make things easier, the 

‘No opinion’ group is not considered here.  

There are two possible assumptions about people's beliefs in the nature of the 

government: 

[A] the government is not trustworthy – it cannot ensure the safety 

of tap water; 

[B] the government is trustworthy – it can ensure the safety of tap 

water. 

There are two possible states of nature: 

[a] there is some risk to the tap water supply of households; 

[b] there is no risk to the tap water supply of households. 

There are two possible ‘knowledges’ available: 

[1] people know the real situation; 

[2] people are wrong about the real situation. 
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Situation I: 

1. [A] + [a] + [1] people know the government is not trustworthy, and people know that 

there is some risk to the water supply, then the scale of risk perception of delivered 

water is high; 

2. [B] + [a] + [1] people trust the government and people know that there is a risk to the 

water supply, so the scale of risk perception of delivered water depends on the level of 

trust. 

Situation II: 

1. [A] + [a] + [2] although people do not trust the government and there is some risk to 

the water supply, people do not know this, so their perception of risks could be low;  

2. [B] + [a] + [2] people trust the government but have poor knowledge of risks to the 

water supply (they believe there are no risks), the scale of risk perception of delivered 

water is of course low. 

Situation III:  

1. [A] + [b] + [1] although people do not trust the government, there is no risk to the 

water supply, and people know that, so the risk perception is low; 

2. [B] + [b] + [1] people trust the government and know there is no risk to the water 

supply, the scale of risk perception of delivered water is of course low. 

Situation IV:  

1. [A] + [b] + [2] although people do not trust the government, and there is no risk to the 

water supply, however people are wrong about the ‘No risk’ situation, so the risk 

perception is high; 

2. [B] + [b] + [2] people trust the government, and with the wrong knowledge of no risk 

to the water supply (which means they believe there are risks), the scale of risk 

perception of delivered water depends on the trust level.  
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Thus, when there is either a risk, or people perceive that there is a risk, then trust has an 

influence on their beliefs about water delivered to their houses. Hence, when there is 

no risk perception associated with tap water, this relationship between risk perception 

and trust fails to explain this phenomenon. When people trust in the government, and 

in their mind, they think there are risks for the water supply, then the level of risk 

perception depends on the trust level (situation I-2, situation IV-2). Although in situation 

II-2 and situation III-2, people trust in the government, however, the low risk perception 

does not derive from the trust, but rather from the individual’s awareness of the risks in 

the water supply. When people do not trust in the government, the levels of risk 

perception depend on their own knowledge (situation I-1, situation II-1, situation III-1 

and situation IV-1). Hence, people’s knowledge of the state of water delivery works as a 

mediating factor, which may influence the perception of risk no matter whether they 

trust or distrust the government. 

6.5 Conclusion 

Despite the long-time theoretical and empirical interest in the relationship between risk 

perception and political trust (and its obvious risk-management implications), little 

quantitative empirical evidence exists to support the idea that the relationship may vary 

among political systems. Compared with an emerging body of empirical literature which 

has focused on the relationship between risk perception and trust, there is insufficient 

understanding of this in the Chinese context.  

This chapter has helped remedy this by studying risk perception and political trust in a 

concrete context – the risk of consuming tap water in Shanghai – and exploring the 

effects of trust on perception of this risk. The results suggest that risk perception is a 

response to political trust. When there is a high degree of trust in the authorities 

responsible for water supply the perception of the risk of consuming water is low. Vice 

versa, political trust may also be responsive to risk perception. However, statistical 

regression analyses do not prove the direction of causality. Although risk perception is 

inversely correlated with political trust, even when people trust in authorities, risk 

perception still varies, which is to say that there are plenty of exceptions to the rule. The 
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inverse correlation between risk perception and political trust may be applicable with 

conditions. One possible understanding is that the public’s knowledge of the state of the 

issue may play a moderating role in this relationship.  

Building on the understandings of Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, the next chapter will further 

examine the role of knowledge and other possible factors in explaining political trust 

and even the relationship with risk perception. 
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Chapter 7 A more nuanced explanation of 

political trust in China   

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Quantitative data has advantages in measuring phenomena and revealing trends. The 

UoM/ECNU survey data yields information on demographic characteristics and levels of 

political trust. Drawing from the survey data, Chapter 5 reported the variations of 

political trust associated with different demographic variables. Chapter 6 discussed the 

correlation between trust and risk perception found in the survey data. However, the 

quantitative data cannot explain these relationships in depth. Therefore, considering the 

contextual information gathered from the qualitative interview data, this chapter 

investigates how and why risk perception is correlated with political trust, aiming to 

provide possible explanations for the nuanced relationships between risk perception 

and trust.  

This chapter first summarises public water consumption behaviours and compares these 

to results from the UoM/ECNU survey. Based on the water consumption methods, 

respondents’ levels of perceived risks are categorised, and the relationship between 

these and their levels of political trust is examined. The results suggest that when there 

is no perception of a risk, trust is an irrelevant concern. Furthermore, they suggest that 

even when risks are perceived, political trust is only conditionally meaningful to people. 

In some circumstances coping behaviour and/or perception of political powerlessness 

make trust irrelevant; and in others, trust/distrust makes coping behaviour no longer 

important.  

7.2 Water consumption behaviour 

Since the aim of this thesis is to investigate political trust in the matter of fresh water 

supply, understanding how people consume tap water in their daily life in Shanghai is 
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important. In this context, ‘coping strategy’ means the treatment methods that people 

use if they do not drink tap water directly. At a practical level, people choose their own 

approach – either to further treat tap water or seek alternative water sources – for 

various reasons which will be presented in the following sections. 

7.2.1 Coding strategy and water consumption behaviours 

In the UoM/ECNU survey, there is a question enquiring what water people usually drink 

when they are at home, with seven options provided: 1. tap water supplied by the water 

supply company, directly, no boiling; 2. tap water supplied by the water supply company, 

after boiling; 3. filtered water supplied by the building or the residential property; 4. 

water from a purification water machine; 5. large bottled water from a drinking water 

dispenser; 6. bottled water; 7. well water. This thesis codes the answers to these 

questions into five categories. Option 3 and 4 are coded as filtered or purified water; 

and option 5 and 6 are combined into bulk water. So, the five independent categories 

are a) drinking tap water directly; b) boil tap water; c) drinking filtered or purified water; 

d) bulk water; e) well water.  

A fair number of respondents (1429/4967) choose more than one strategy to manage 

their drinking water. For instance, people who boil tap water for making tea may also 

buy bottles of bulk water for drinking directly.  

When comparing the quantitative survey data and the qualitative interview data on 

water consumption methods, although the number of respondents is quite different 

(4967 vs.64), the coping strategies are nearly the same, except for the well water. None 

of the semi-structured interviewees use well water. As explained in the introduction to 

Chapter 4 (on water management in Shanghai), well water is used mainly in rural areas 

whereas people residing in urban regions usually consume tap water from water 

companies. Therefore, it is not surprising that no interviewee in the qualitative 

interviews use well as a water source.  

Very few people drink tap water directly. In the UoM/ECNU survey, only three people 

claimed that they drink tap water directly, while during the interview, only one 

respondent (male, 24 years old, Putuo District) drinks raw tap water in daily life.  
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Table 7-1 Water consumption strategy and distribution from quantitative and qualitative data 

Water consumption methods Frequency Percentage (%) Frequency Percentage (%) 

 UoM/ECNU survey data Semi-structured interview data 

drinking tap water directly 3 0.1 1 1.6 

boil tap water 2260 45.5 29 45.3 

drinking filtered or purified water 386 7.8 14 21.9 

bulk water 884 17.8 4 6.3 

boil tap water + bulk water 1089 21.9 9 14.1 

boil tap water + filter/purifier 97 2.0 2 3.1 

water filter/purifier + bulk water 182 3.7 5 7.8 

boil tap water + filter/purifier +bulk water 51 1.0 N/A N/A 

well water  15 0.3 N/A N/A 

Total 4967 100.0 64 100.0 
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Nevertheless, 4 of the 64 respondents said that tap water is good enough for direct drinking, 

even if three of them did not actually ever drink it directly but either boil it or have installed 

a water filter at home.  

Boiling tap water is the first and foremost method of treating tap water in both data sets, 

accounting for 45.5 percent (in the survey data) and 45.3 percent (in the interview data). 

Following the method of boiling tap water, buying bottled water is the next main source to 

get drinking water. These two methods are used (either separately or combined) by 85.2 

percent of respondents according to the UoM/ECNU survey data (Table 7-1). In the 

interviews, 4 out of the 64 respondents choose to use bulk water as their only drinking 

water source, while more people (14/64) use bulk water as a supplementary method: when 

they need hot water, they boil tap water; when they want to drink cold water, they drink 

bottled water directly. As noted by a male respondent (30) from Hongkou District: 

Bottled water and tap water are used ‘fifty-fifty’ [in my home]. In winter, 

we usually drink hot water (boiled tap water). In summer, we just buy 

bottled water and drink it directly. If we drink tap water, we boil it first, 

not drink it directly.  

The survey data shows that about 14.5 percent of the respondents use filtered water. On 

the other hand, the interview data shows that almost one-third of the respondents (21/64) 

choose to use filtered water in response to their concern over tap water quality. This 

method includes installing a water filter at home (for some new apartments, water filters 

are installed as part of the decoration), using a percolator, or buying water from a 

community purification water machine (a water purification machine installed inside the 

community district) (Figure 7-1). 

The notable difference between water consumption strategies as recorded in the survey 

data and the interview data (Table 7-1) concerns the percentage of people buying bulk 

water (particularly large bottled water to work with a drinking water dispenser) and the 

percentage of people consuming filtered water. The interview data shows a remarkably 
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lower percentage of people using bulk water than was shown in the quantitative survey 

data (28.2 percent vs. 44.4 percent), whereas the percentage of people using a water filter 

or purifier is higher (32.8 percent vs. 14.5 percent). 

 

Figure 7-1 An example of a community purification water machine in Shanghai 

Source: Author’s photograph 31/3/2015 

One possible explanation is that the limited number of qualitative interviews has meant 

they are less representative of all types of people. This emphasises the importance of the 
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questionnaire survey with its large number of participants, as an essential supplement to 

the qualitative research data set. Another possible factor is that the UoM/ECNU survey was 

conducted in 2013, and the semi-structured interviews were carried out in 2015, two years 

later. The residents’ methods of water consumption may have changed during those two 

years. This will be discussed in the next section.  

7.2.2 Factors influencing water consumption behaviours 

People’s water consumption behaviours are influenced by many factors. The UoM/ECNU 

survey asked why people boil tap water for drinking in their daily life, and 3204 answers 

were gained. These answers are coded into five main clusters of reasons: 1. safety/health 

concern (2599); 2. habit (397); 3. to make tea/coffee/cooking (178); 4. for better 

taste/flavour (162), such as getting rid of the chlorine smell of tap water by boiling it; 5. 

cheap/convenient compared with other alternatives (34). As described in section 7.2.1, 

except for boiling tap water, people also choose other ways to get acceptable water for 

drinking. The interview data show that habit (familiarity), flavour requirements, risk 

perception, peer influence, media exposure, affordability, and access to facilities all play a 

role in people’s practical water consumption choices. Under most circumstances, these 

factors work together to influence consumers. It is hard to pull apart and distinguish the 

effect of each factor. The following discussion explores how these factors play their part in 

people’s water choices.  

Personal observation and risk perception  

Overwhelmingly, risk perception is the biggest reason that people boil tap water as 

mentioned above. People do not trust tap water quality and they think drinking unboiled 

tap water may make them ill and boiling it can kill the bacteria in the water, which should 

be cleaner and healthier. Some people even have complex rituals around the collecting and 

boiling of water to reduce the perceived risks. As expressed by an interviewee (male, 23 

years old, Songjiang District), 
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I won’t drink tap water directly, unless it is boiled, and boiling for a while. 

Every time I use the water, I will turn on the tap and leave it running for 

one to two minutes, I then collect the water to boil it. 

The interview data also shows that feeling unconfident of tap water quality is the most 

important reason that people choose other alternative water. Personal unpleasant 

experience and observation exacerbate the perception of risks of tap water and alienate 

people from tap water but turn to other water sources. For example, a female respondent, 

48 years old from Hongkou District chose to use bulk water as the only drinking water 

source due to the quality concern and flavour of tap water. She says: 

We feel that tap water is not quite clean, then we started to use large 

bottled water with a water dispenser for drinking and cooking, for many 

years … If you boil tap water and drink it, it has a distasteful flavour. 

Bottled water does not have the ‘tap water flavour’. 

Similarly, a female respondent (36 years old) from Songjiang District outlines the difference 

between filtered water and tap water for her:  

I have used the water filter for over a year. Before I used it, it felt like 

there was bleach and impurities in tap water. Now the water becomes 

cleaner.  

Not all the people feel bottled water is safer than tap water. Concerns about large bottled 

water were expressed by a few interviewees, deriving from their own observations and 

unpleasant experiences. Some examples are as follows:  

I think tap water is better than bottled water. Tap water is flowing. By 

contrast, you do not know how long the bottled water has been stored 

there, and where it is from. Sometimes, if you cannot use it up for ten 

days and it goes mouldy … I think tap water in Shanghai is better than 



144 
 

before. It used to have some strange taste and impurities. Now the 

sediments are less than before.  

Changning District, male, 65 years old 

Water dispenser has a purification problem. If you do not wash the 

outlet of a water dispenser, it might get mossy, then there will be 

pollution. However, even you can wash it, you cannot wash it clean 

enough.  

Jing’an District, male, 60-70 years old 

Habit   

The survey results show that habit is the second most mentioned reason for boiling tap 

water. Drinking hot water is a cultural habit for Chinese and Asian people generally. Some 

people claim that they have always been boiling tap water and they just do it for no reasons. 

However, habit is reinforced by various factors, such as concern for the water quality or 

odorous tap water flavour (some people think water is safer after boiling), the normalisation 

of this practice among people around, and the cost. Then these thoughts pass down from 

generation to generation. For example, a male respondent (64 years old) from Hongkou 

District mentioned due to the concern about tap water quality, he always boils tap water 

before drinking by which he thinks it is safer. As he is used to this way, he has no special 

feeling about the water quality, nor can he tell if the water is good or not. It becomes a 

habit. A female respondent, 29 years old from Baoshan District, said that she has been 

educated from childhood not to drink tap water directly, so she always drinks boiled tap 

water.  

Affordability  

Affordability is an important reason for people choosing to boil tap water rather than buying 

bottled water or using filters. It also promotes the reduction of large bottled water use in 

recent years. A taxi driver (male, 35-45 years old) from Zhabei District remarks: 
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I want to drink Evian12, but I don’t have money, so I have to drink boiled 

tap water.  

Some people prefer to buy purified water as a cost-effective option. A local Shanghai 

resident (male, 30 years old, Jing’an District) said his family prefer to buy water from the 

water purification machine rather than installing a filter at home for two reasons: firstly, 

the water filter consumes a lot of water to gain certain amount of purified water; secondly, 

in order to keep the efficacy of a water filter, people need to change the liner regularly, 

while you do not need to concern this issue if using a community water purification machine. 

He says:   

The water filter has different layers of filtering thus wastes a lot of tap 

water. That is why people call it ‘water tiger’ … It has been said that the 

liner of the community water purification machine is changed every 

month, and there is a note telling you when the liner has been changed. 

The price of large bottled water is not cheap in first-tier cities. In Shanghai, the price range 

of all the popular brands of large bottled water is between 15-20 yuan per bottle. If a family 

consumes 100 litres of this water every month, then it will cost about 100 yuan per month. 

A respondent from Putuo District noted, he purchased water from a community purification 

water machine (as shown in Figure 7-1) for six months and spent no more than 100 yuan.  

It is cheap, for example, 7.5 litre of that water is over 1 yuan. Then I can 

buy purified water from the community water machine for almost six 

months with only 100 yuan.     

Putuo District, male, 30 years old 

Living condition and access to facilities 

                                                           
12 A brand of mineral water. 
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A person’s living condition and the general neighbourhood environment also play a pivotal 

role in water consumption behaviours. People who rent their house prefer not to install a 

filter at home, since their life may be quite mobile, as described by a female respondent (27 

years old) in Huangpu District: 

We are migrant workers and we usually boil tap water for drinking. If 

we live here for a long time, then installing a filter on the main water 

pipe of a household is all right. But for us, we only have a small tap in 

our tiny cell, and we don’t know how long we will stay here …  

A community water purification machine is not available in every community district. So, 

the neighbourhood environment will limit people’s water consumption choice. In addition, 

for people living in old apartments without a lift, although there is a water purification 

machine in their community, it is not convenient for them to carry the water upstairs. Thus, 

they will drink boiled tap water.  

Information: news media, advertising, and words of mouth  

The popularity of the Internet and people’s increased exposure to news media has made a 

considerable influence on people’s perception of water quality and their water 

consumption behaviours. A female respondent (80 years old) from Yangpu District, said 

they only drink boiled tap water at home because an expert in health on a television 

program said the boiled tap water is the healthiest water. They also follow the boiling 

procedure that the program advised: collecting tap water in a bucket and letting it stand for 

1-2 minutes, then boiling the water and, once boiling, opening the lid for 1-2 minutes to 

release the chlorine.  

In addition to the information from newspaper, television, and the Internet, community 

bulletins and talking with friends and relatives will also make some impacts. A female 

respondent (37 years old) from Songjiang District, was told by a friend who works in a water 

station that there is no big difference between tap water and filtered water. The main 

pollutants are still there after filtration. So, due to this information as well as the regular 
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cost of changing the water filter, she stopped using the water filter and now boils tap water 

instead.  

As mentioned in the previous section, interview data shows a much smaller percentage of 

purchasing large bottled water than that in the survey data. On one hand, the fast 

development of the water-purification industry in China contributes to the boom of the 

water filter industry. It is reported that the annual growth rate of the water-purification 

industry is about 40 percent (Tao and Xin, 2014). The number of water filter brands keeps 

growing – from 212 in January up to 291 in June, 201513. More and more people seek safe 

and economical drinking water as part of the home improvement process, which creates a 

huge market potential with China’s increasing urbanisation. On the other, the news media 

and commercial advising also promote the popularity of water filters.   

The interview data indicates that people feel comfortable drinking boiled tap water or 

filtered water, which may be a more recent phenomenon, particularly given media reports 

about the substandard bottled water in 2014. For example, a female respondent from 

Putuo District (47 years old) does not use bottled water as she has read news reports that 

have exposed that some bottled water was in fact filled with tap water. Likewise, another 

female respondent, 55 years old, from Yangpu District says:  

We don’t buy large bottled water. It is said that nothing is better than 

tap water. The news on the Internet said that about 60-70 percent of 

bottled water does not reach the quality standard. So, I think tap water 

is better and we always boil tap water.    

Furthermore, heavy advertising also has some influence on people’s choices. The purpose 

of the advertising is on the one hand to tell people how good the effect of the purifying 

appliance is, and on the other to drive people to perceive drinking tap water or even bottled 

water as risky. A male interviewee (30 years old, Putuo District) chooses to buy purified 

                                                           
13 http://www.flnsz.com/news/new-662.html 
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water from the community purification water machine instead of boiling tap water as he 

did before, because he was persuaded by an online post:  

A video on the Internet compared tap water and purified water, and the 

conclusion is purified water is cleaner. You can see the dirty things 

collected by the filter. Therefore, I buy the community purified water.  

Although there are no clear official figures (except for some consulting and industrial 

reports) to show that the sales of bulk water have been affected by the growing adoption 

of household purification and filtration devices, the interview data results are evidence of 

the trend. For instance, a male respondent (60 years old) from Changning District notes: 

If I rank the different water types, the filtered tap water is the best, 

followed by tap water, and then it is bottled water, and the large bottled 

water with water dispensers runs in the bottom. There are bacteria in 

bottled water if the water has been stored for a while. Now, less and 

less people are using water dispensers … 

So, filters on taps may well have rapidly replaced bottled water in the years between the 

survey and the interviews.  

7.2.3 Conclusion  

Overall, almost all the people interviewed further treat tap water for drinking purposes 

rather than drinking it directly. The UoM/ECNU survey and the semi-structured interviews 

both show that boiling tap water, as the most economical and easiest way, is still the 

dominant strategy that people use to get drinking water. Filtered/purified water has 

become more popular than large bottled water due to technological developments, safety 

and economic considerations, and the sweeping effect of advisement campaigns. 

The boiling discussion (safety) and the switch to filters (perceived safety) suggest that risk 

matters in how people treat water. Marketing and information affect that risk perception 

and awareness of alternatives. Cost factors also have an influence. The bigger conclusion 
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here is that people are thoughtful and conscious in managing the risks they perceive from 

consuming tap water. People’s water consumption behaviours seem mostly to be their 

response to the management of risk, and it suggests that they are able to manage this risk 

themselves. However, this does not mean everyone perceives risk in the same way, as the 

following section explains, and this may mean the issue of trust is somewhat less important, 

as discussed later in the latter portions of this chapter.  

7.3 No risk perception makes political trust irrelevant  

The results from the interviews suggest that trust does not seem to be a meaningful concern 

when there are no perceived risks that require some level of trust. In other words, when 

people do not perceive that there is a risk in relation to an issue, trust become an irrelevant 

concept.  

The above discussion about water consumption behaviour suggests people most certainly 

do perceive that consuming untreated tap water is risky, but they manage that risk by 

treating the water in various ways, which is consistent with the idea in the literature that 

people’s search for alternatives stems from their dissatisfaction with tap water (Doria et al., 

2009).  

Among the 64 interviewees, only one respondent drinks tap water directly as a daily 

behaviour, which can be interpreted that he has no significant concern about tap water. 

This respondent is a migrant from rural Shandong province who is 24 years old. He lives in 

Shanghai, Putuo District and works as a security guard. That he perceived no risks in 

consuming tap water is not only reflected in what he says, but also from what he does. He 

thinks tap water is clean and he drinks tap water directly in the hot summer weather, and 

people around him do the same, as he acknowledges:  

Sometimes I drink cold tap water, sometimes I boil the water. In the hot 

weather, people just drink tap water directly.  
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His lack of risk perception is explained by factors such as his previous living experience, lack 

of knowledge, and the unaffordability of other options. Firstly, in his hometown, tap water 

comes from the town water plant and is drinkable directly, at least in his perception. After 

moving to Shanghai, he still adheres to his former water use behaviour based on his 

previous experience. In addition, when I asked him if he knows the water source and water 

supply company of his tap water in Shanghai, he said he does not know. Lack of information 

could be a factor in relieving him from worrying about water quality as he has no idea of 

the possible pollution in the water source or the performance of the water companies 

involved. The last but not the least reason for his (and people like him) water consumption 

behaviour is his social-economic condition. Rural Chinese migrate to Shanghai – the 

metropolis city – and try to make money to support their family (usually left back in their 

rural hometowns). They often cannot afford to spend money on extras, such as purchasing 

bottle water as other people do. Sometimes, housing conditions limit their options too, such 

as being unable to install a water filter on the tap as described above. In other words, they 

have no choice to deploy the coping measures that others can. Under these conditions, they 

do not have the extra resource and energy needed to consider whether the government is 

trustworthy or not. They might not even think about the role the government plays in the 

water supply issue. This respondent gave an example of their conditions as follows, 

We don’t have the conditions to be fussy [about water] … I just want to 

make more money and send it back to my family … the conditions in our 

dormitory are very poor. There are a dozen people sleeping in one room. 

I live in a bunk bed, and sleep at night. That bed is used by another 

person who works at night and sleeps in the daytime. We use that bed 

in turn. 

As stated previously, in line with the previous literature, trust only arises in uncertain and 

risky environments (Mayer et al., 1995; Grabner-Kräuter and Kaluscha, 2003). The data here 

qualitatively verifies this theory. In the case of water management, under circumstances 

where people perceive no risks, or the risk is at an acceptable level, trust does not seem to 
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matter much. Therefore, it is necessary to identify self-perceived risks as well as generally-

perceived risky contexts first before discussing the effect of trust.   

7.4 The role of self-coping strategy and political powerless thinking 

The previous sections suggest that people in Shanghai manage the risk of drinking tap water, 

and that when there is no risk perception trust seems not to be an important issue. But does 

trust invariably matter when there are perceived risks? This section seeks to address this 

question.  

Among the interviewees, the clear majority of people (60/64) perceive some risks (to 

different extents) in consuming tap water for drinking, which is evident by their behaviours 

such as boiling tap water or choosing alternatives to drinking tap water directly. However, 

a very strong and recurrent theme in all the interviews was that when asked the question 

Do you think the government institutions can be trusted to provide safe drinking water for 

the public, almost half of people found it very difficult to answer. Many people responded 

in a similar way at this point in the interview, saying that they felt it was a groundless 

question, or a meaningless question to them. The interviews demonstrated that although 

people perceive various degrees of risk, trust is not a choice and so it is hard to consider 

and articulate. For some people, their social and economic situation means they are not 

confident enough or perceive themselves as politically powerful enough, to consider ‘trust’ 

as a choice. For others, after their own water management (coping strategies) they no 

longer think there is any water risk. The following two sub-sections will discuss these two 

situations in depth.   

7.4.1 Coping strategy makes political trust irrelevant  

Perceiving that there is a risk in drinking tap water, many respondents do not drink it directly. 

They either choose to treat tap water, such as by boiling it or installing filters, or select an 

alternative water to drink, such as bottled water. In this way, they feel satisfied that they 

reduce the threat. In this context, trust again becomes a groundless question – interviewees 
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do not need to think what the government ‘should do’ or ‘have not done’ about drinking 

water quality.  

For example, while one interviewee (male, 23 years old, Songjiang District) expressed a 

dissatisfied attitude toward the current situation about the general Chinese living 

environment including the risks of consuming food and water, saying ‘in China now 

everything is unsafe. Nothing is eatable.’ He nevertheless thought that boiling tap water 

makes the water sufficiently safe:  

I do not install filters, as I think boiling is [safe] enough for drinking … 

Actually, I do not worry about the quality of water. 

Similar ideas were found across gender and districts. For example, a female respondent (29 

years old) from Xuhui District is used to boiling tap water. She also mentioned that she does 

not sense any special flavour to the tap water because of familiarity. She says: 

I dare not to drink the cold tap water. I was educated to drink boiled 

water and that is what I always do. I think it is safe for drinking after 

being boiled …  

Another scenario is that some people select alternative water sources and do not use tap 

water for drinking or even cooking purposes. Thus, tap water quality is not an issue that 

they need to consider in their daily life. For instance, a female respondent (48 years old, 

Hongkou District) said her family has been using large bottled water for many years since 

they perceived an ‘unpleasant tap water flavour’. Now that they drink and cook just with 

bottled water, they do not care about the quality (consumable level) of tap water any longer. 

Unsurprisingly then, trust in the water supply institutions is no longer relevant to them.  

Hupcey et al. (2001) propose that an assessment of risk is an antecedent of trust. 

Meanwhile, they also suggest that trust becomes relevant only when a need to manage a 

risk cannot be satisfied without the help of others. The research results indicate that people 

may at first perceive some risks in consuming tap water and then they cope with the 
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situation till they feel satisfied with their self-management results and do not need others 

(including the government water authorities) to help them manage the risk. After the 

treatments that they adopt, in their opinion, risks do not exist anymore thus there is no 

need to worry about the water quality. This of course assumes some trust in the underlying 

level of water quality such that their treatment practices make the water safe, and as 

discussed in section 7.5.1 below, people do trust the government to provide water of a basic 

(if undrinkable) standard. Given this, they indicate their personal satisfaction with the 

results of their water treatment practices and this in turn seems to make trust irrelevant, 

as reflected in both their answers and their difficulty in articulating a concern about trust.   

7.4.2 Political powerless feeling makes political trust irrelevant  

People’s feelings of political powerlessness can also lead them to feel that trust is not an 

option. In a few situations, respondents perceived risks in consuming tap water, took 

actions to reduce the risks, yet still worried about water quality but nevertheless did not 

have a considered opinion about trust. In China, the phrase that explains a general attitude 

of not contemplating the trustworthiness of government is ‘political powerless thinking’. 

This arises when people do not cognitively or emotionally embrace the issue of the 

trustworthiness of authorities because it is not one they can control anyway, and so they 

are not motivated to engage in processes of political thought or practice. This seems to 

shape some respondents’ attitude towards trust in water authorities, as can be seen in the 

interviews repetitively. 

A male respondent from Songjiang District (47 years old) commented, 

It is not that we are quite satisfied [about the water]. Personal ability 

cannot change anything. What can I do? Nothing.  

A female respondent from Songjiang District (36 years old) installed a water filter at home, 

and she expressed as: 



154 
 

We do not have many ways. We have no way to change if the water 

quality is not good. Report? Report to whom? About the water, except 

for filtering by ourselves, there are no other ways.  

A younger male respondent (28 years old) from Putuo District told me, 

You cannot change other people, the only thing you can change is your 

own water consumption habits. For example, I install a water filter, or I 

buy bottled water.  

These passive attitudes toward the water quality issue or more broadly towards the 

institutional system can be sensed from their words. This can be interpreted as a cognitive 

compromise. In their opinion, they are powerless to make any changes or even have any 

influence on the situation, thus all they can do is to take care of themselves. In the case of 

tap water, people are resigned to the fact that there is no clean water. Hence, they have to 

accept what they are given and decide for themselves whether they need to further treat 

the water according to their own situation. In terms of the causal model and associationist 

model of trust explained in Chapter 2, where acceptability is either an effect or a cause of 

trust, the result here suggests another kind of relationship between risk, trust and 

acceptance, which is that when people have no choice over trust they accept the perceived 

risks and manage them as best they can. 

Having said this in Chapter 2, a Swiss survey by Scheidegger and Staerklé (2011) shows that 

perceived powerlessness in political decision-making is strongly associated with a high-risk 

perception and political distrust. This is different from the result of this research that 

political powerlessness perception makes trust irrelevant. This may be a matter of different 

political cultures, where the Swiss respondents expect democratic processes to be 

responsive to popular concerns about risk, and feel more aggrieved when they do not, 

whereas in China this expectation is far less present because it has long been governed by 

types of authoritarian regimes. Indeed, some theorists propose that political trust originates 

from a long-term political culture (Putnam, 1993; Inglehart, 1999). For the Chinese, then, a 
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sense of hopeless deprives them of motivation for engaging in political participation 

activities. For example, by examining the petitioners’ trust in the central government, Li 

(2013) claims that the Chinese authoritarian system monopolises important powers and 

therefore denies the importance of institutional accountability to people, leading to 

dichotomous results – people trust or despair and give up.  

So, as well as the effectiveness of water treatment practices in reducing risk and therefore 

the need to trust, another and not exclusive way of explaining the difficulty that 

respondents had in answering the question about trust is that their perception of political 

powerlessness makes trust no longer an option, which is probably a China-specific finding. 

Overall then, although the risk of drinking tap water is widely perceived, people take actions 

to manage that risk themselves, and this together with feelings of political powerless makes 

trust an irrelevant concern to most respondents.  

7.5 Situations where trust comes into people’s mind  

Trust therefore requires the right conditions for it to make sense in people’s minds. This 

section discusses expands on the previous section by explaining the circumstances under 

which people trust or distrust government institutions to supply safe drinking water. Put 

simply, trust becomes an issue for people only when there are risks perceived, but risks’ 

being perceived is not a sufficient condition (see section 7.4). Answers given during the 

interviews provide explanations for this more nuanced relationship between risk 

perception and trust.  

7.5.1 Trust when people accept that tap water is not drinkable 

Although the interviewees all use the same water and take similar actions to treat that 

water, some respondents show more confidence in the government than others do. 

Referring to the results in Chapter 5, a few demographic factors can somewhat explain the 

variations of political trust. For example, people with urban hukou and higher educated are 

less trusting than rural hukou people and people with less education. Location is a 
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potentially important factor for designing the survey and the interview given it determines 

the water quality of different places (See Chapter 3). However, after trying various coding 

and analysing methods, Chapter 5 suggests that due to the complex information that 

‘location’ includes, it is hard to make any consistent conclusions about ‘location’ from 5007 

survey observations. Hence, location and other demographic factors are not analysed in the 

interviews any more. Nevertheless, some other nuanced explanation emerges from analysis 

of the interview data.  

Through analysing the interview data, some common factors among the people who trust 

in the government are found. Many respondents perceive that there is a risk, and almost all 

take some action to reduce that risk, yet they also think it is reasonable for the risk to exist. 

They express understanding that the government is doing its best under the present 

circumstances to deliver safe water, and they accept the risk as a residual outcome and are 

comfortable with managing it themselves. For example, a Songjiang respondent (male, 37 

years old) trusts in the government. He is aware of the serious environmental pollution; 

however, in his opinion, environmental pollution is a result of the fast-developing economy 

and a consequence that people should take on. Meanwhile, he believes that if the 

government is given more time, these problems will be solved. 

A few of the people who accept the risk recognised that it was to some extent beyond the 

municipal government’s control because poor water quality in Shanghai is due to 

contaminated water sources and secondary pollution in water entering from neighbouring 

provinces. For example, people say tap water in Shanghai is of course undrinkable due to 

its specific location – its location at the estuary of the Yangtze River, which is accompanied 

by serious water pollution in the river. As an interviewee from Xuhui District (male, 50s) 

who works as a technician for water treatment for swimming pools noted, considering the 

large number of people and factories upstream, and the waste from factories and 

households discharged into the river, it is impossible for the lower reaches of the Yangtze 

to have good water quality.  
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In addition, some people believe the tap water is clean and free from pollutants when it 

leaves the treatment facilities. In this way of thinking, the problem is one of secondary 

pollution, where the water becomes polluted from pipelines and water tanks on the way to 

the residents’ tap, which they see as being a problem of old infrastructure which they 

understand is difficult for the municipal government to solve quickly. A male respondent 

(65 years old, Changning District) who boils tap water for drinking illustrated this view as 

follows, 

I think the water coming out of the water plant is good, however, in 

Shanghai, there are some old, rusted, and polluted water pipes where 

the water flow is small. 

This respondent thinks that secondary pollution is the answer to the undrinkable tap water 

in Shanghai. He openly accepts that there are risks in drinking tap water. At the same time, 

he thinks the Shanghai government is trustworthy, especially compared with his personal 

experience in Beijing. In his words,   

I trust the government will do a better job. In Shanghai, if the 

government wants to do something, they can do it more carefully and 

seriously. The people in Beijing have many complaints towards the 

government, [the situation in] Shanghai is much better. The 

transportation and level of civilisation in Shanghai are better than 

Beijing.   

Given the scale of Shanghai, people also recognise the huge investment required to improve 

water quality, which they juxtapose to the risks of drinking tap water. For instance, a female 

respondent (25 years old, Hongkou District), who is working at a public authority, says: 

It is impossible to have direct drinkable water in China for now. Maybe 

in the developed countries, they can reach this [drinkable] standard, but 

we can’t. People just love to compare China at this stage with those 

developed countries … I think I didn’t know what the government did 
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until I worked inside it. Now I know how the government works and 

actually people in the government work very hard. 

A 37 years old male respondent from Songjiang District felt satisfied with the current water 

situation and he believed it is ‘impractical’ to produce drinkable tap water in China: 

Now the government can guarantee the quality of water for the public, 

and this is the [government’s] standard. If you want [mainland China] 

to be like Hong Kong and Singapore to have drinkable tap water, that is 

impractical. Why? Because the investment will be too much. This 

requires the renovation of the whole city water supply system and 

pipelines.  

From similar cost considerations, some respondents think it is unnecessary to make all tap 

water reach drinkable levels as residents could take measures to improve water quality and 

ensure safety for drinking. A male respondent (50 years old) from Hongkou District strongly 

supported this notion. He installed a five-layer water filter at home to purify tap water to a 

drinkable level. He says:  

It is not necessary to have directly drinkable tap water. It is too costly 

and there will be a lot of waste. Except for drinking, the water is also 

used for showering and washing, and it is unnecessary to make the 

water at a drinkable level, too much waste. 

When being asked about his opinion on the government providing safe water, he states:  

I believe the government will provide us good water and ensure our 

safety. I trust the government is trying their best; trying their best to do 

a good job. 

This point of view is not rare, and is supported by other research. For instance, Tao and Xin 

(2014) argue in their paper published in Nature that water used for cooking and drinking 

only accounts for about two percent of all domestic water, while the other more than 98 
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percent is used for laundry, bathing, and cleaning. In addition, they argue the search to 

establish a drinkable water standard in China, as in developed countries, will result in 

significant environmental consequences, such as increasing carbon dioxide emissions. They 

conclude that in China ‘most household water need not be fit to drink’ (Tao and Xin, 2014: 

528).  

Another reason why people trust the government despite recognising that the water is 

unsafe to drink is because they consider the problem of very unsafe water to be too 

catastrophic for the government to ignore. They argue that tap water is not a matter of 

accountability to one or two people but rather to all people, and that if there was a major 

problem with the water then the consequences for the government would be 

overwhelming. In this logic, the government is accountable to some degree, and needs to 

be trustworthy. For example, a female respondent, 37 years old from Songjiang District 

noted, 

We think [tap] water meets the quality standard. This cannot be a joke. 

At the most, we may think that Shanghai’s water quality is not good, 

but we don’t think it does not meet the quality standard. 

The UoM/ECNU survey results show that the government has a relatively good reputation 

in terms of its competence to provide safe drinking water (46.5 percent of the interviewees 

trust the competence of water institutions). The qualitative interview data also provided 

evidence that some people are in no doubt that the government has the competence to 

provide safe water; they argue that should there be very poor water quality, it would be a 

matter of willingness rather than capacity, but again, they think that the consequences of 

doing this would be so dire that governments will always be willing to ensure water is safe 

to drink after basic treatment in households. treatment.  

Based on the above results, people trust in the government to some degree and they also 

accept the risks in consuming tap water and manage those themselves. They have some 

knowledge (or at least they think they have some knowledge) about the water issue and 
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the system. This is consistent with existing knowledge which claims that the higher 

knowledge level of a trustor in some area, the weaker relationship between risk perception 

and trust exist (Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000; Sjöberg, 2002). In this case, some of the 

respondents think there is no need to have drinkable tap water, or they understand that 

the government cannot do it (supply drinkable water), either due to the huge population, 

or to polluted water sources, or the opportunity costs of the investment required. Thus, 

they voluntarily accept the risks of drinking tap water because they understand themselves 

to be ‘just one of a whole bunch of people’ for whom the government has to take 

responsibility. This group believe the government is doing their best and will fulfil their 

responsibility, and thus they are inclined to have trust in the government. 

7.5.2 Distrust and feel unacceptable with the risks in tap water 

Contrary to those who understand and accept the existing risks and trust the government, 

a few respondents (5/64) perceive the government to be untrustworthy. This distrust 

attitude derives from their perception of disappointing government performances, such as 

displays of dishonesty, lack of political transparency, pervasive corruption, questionable 

social morality and unsatisfying living conditions. Since political trust is gained through 

specific public service rather than general governance (Nunkoo, 2015), It is reasonable to 

assume that the disappointment of a single government’s performance (such as dishonesty) 

will be magnified to a general distrust in the government, and then imply people’s further 

interpretations of government’s activities. The interview data testify to this assumption. 

Just as in the UoM/ECNU survey results, the lack of openness and general dishonesty are 

the most criticised aspects of the government in the interviews. When a taxi driver (male, 

35-45 years old, Zhabei District) was asked his opinion about the government, he says 

cynically: 



161 
 

Trusting the government is like you believe pigs can fly … You see, the 

three public consumptions14 are still unpublicised. We don’t know how 

the government uses the money. Every person in Shanghai has more 

than one transportation card, the deposit fee of which is 20 yuan each. 

How do the government use this money?        

He also complained about the poor social morality and blamed the government for lack of 

leadership: 

In China, if you want to do something without guanxi15 (关系), you can 

never succeed. How can I trust the government? In contemporary 

society, people just take care of themselves … we are in an economic 

society. The priority is to develop the economy. Thus, there is no bottom 

lines for instance, the baby formula with melamine, poisonous soybean 

milk … this social morality is related to the government.  

In addition, a male respondent (30 years old, Jing’an District) does not trust the government, 

because he feels disappointed with the general contemporary situation in China, such as 

skyrocketing property prices and environmental pollution. He disputes: 

It stands to reason that when the economy develops well, the public’s 

wellbeing should get better, right? But the fact is we cannot afford to 

buy an apartment; we breathe such terrible air, and drink water with 

poor quality. I don’t think we have any health security. Shouldn’t 

people’s wellbeing increase with the better economy?  

                                                           
14 Three public consumptions (San’gongjingfei 三公经费) mean money spent on official overseas visits, 

vehicle purchasing and maintenance, and hospitality. 

15 Guanxi (关系) means networks, or personal connections. 
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The opinion on the large anti-corruption campaign which has received widespread praise is 

cynical from the Jing’an respondent (male, 30 years old). He says:  

The anti-corruption in China is like a political struggle. Who knows 

whether similar things will happen again after a new leading group.  

Likewise, rather than eulogising the economic achievements, the understanding of the 

government’s economic performances from people who distrust the government is 

different. A respondent (male, 30 years old) from Putuo District argued, 

You cannot use one answer for all. The government should balance all 

the aspects. You can’t say it is a good government just because they do 

well in one aspect [economic development]. You cannot say the Hitler's 

government was good just because he was good to the Germans.  

The point is that people who distrust the government tend to distrust them on water 

management too, and vice versa. No surprisingly, when it relates to the role of the 

government in water supply and management, similar negative comments on honesty and 

transparency were presented:  

If the government can do a better job in monitoring and increasing 

frequency of quality checks, they can make some difference about the 

water quality … [However,] even the government knows that some 

indictors exceed the standards, they won’t tell the public, since it is not 

good for maintaining the stability (with an ironical tone).  

If the government does not allow the news to be exposed, then definitely 

it will be covered. Chinese officials are treated like Gods, not human 

beings, as you never see personal news about them. This news is all 

covered up, and cannot be discussed or judged publicly. If you search 
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Baidu 16 , it will tell you that ‘In accordance with the relevant laws, 

regulations and policies, some search results could not be displayed’ …  

Jing’an District, male, 30 years old 

People who do not trust the government have their interpretations of the high level public 

confidence in the government in national value surveys, and why the government is 

trustworthy. The Putuo respondent (male, 30 years old) for example, thinks that one 

important reason for the Chinese government maintaining high levels of political trust in 

mass surveys is due to lack of political consciousness of the public. They cannot relate the 

various unsolved problems to the government. This trust of the government is built on 

unequal information meaning that people have no idea of what the government is 

supposed to do, or is built on people thinking issues are just ‘local’ or ‘individual’ rather than 

the responsibility of government, such as corruption. The Putuo respondent adds: 

People get used to thinking that water is undrinkable due to the 

pollution in the river and so on. However, where is the pollution from? 

If a factory made the pollution, then people think it is the factory’s 

responsibility, not the government’s. All the problems in China have 

something to do with the government. It is impossible that [something 

is] irrelevant to the government … Some people do not think it is the 

government’s responsibility.  

One male respondent (49 years old) from Songjiang District commented on the government 

system in China as follows, 

… because our government is not [serving] the people. All our officials 

are not responding to the people, but to their superiors. Whether [a 

                                                           
16 Baidu (百度) is a web service company, and it is the most widely used Chinese search engine for websites, 

audio files and images in mainland China. 
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person] can get a promotion is under the control of the superior. In this 

system, the government cannot really serve the people. 

7.6 Discussion  

The main difference between people who trust and distrust in the government is whether 

they blame the government for the perceived risks. People with an attitude of trust do not 

think existing risks arise from the failure of the government. These people are more likely 

to blame polluting firms or individuals rather than the government (as regulator). In 

comparison, people with an attitude of distrust tend to think the government is to blame 

for the risks that face. In addition, there is a pattern where existing attitudes of trust or 

distrust influence the perception of risks, and the assessment of the government’s 

performance. Thus, for some respondents it seems that trust in terms of water supply is a 

reflection of broader attitudes toward government. Similarly, distrust in the government 

around safe drinking water seems an expression of general dissatisfaction with the current 

situation in Shanghai and China. Hence, these findings empirically support Slovic’s (1993: 

679) argument that ‘Initial trust or distrust colors our interpretation of events, thus 

reinforcing our prior beliefs’. 

The statistical regression results in Chapter 6 suggest a negative correlation between risk 

perception and political trust but with exceptions. Chapter 7 provides evidence and possible 

explanations for these exceptions. This leads to the following hypothesis of the relationship 

between trust and risk perception. There are five groups of people: a ‘no risk perception 

group’, a ‘coping group’, a ‘political powerlessness group’, a ‘trust group’ and a ‘distrust 

group’ (Figure 7-2 attempts to depict this finding and synthesise the results of Chapters 6 

and 7). For the first three groups of people, trust is not such a relevant concept, meaning 

their answers to trust surveys could be random. The ‘trust group’ and ‘distrust group’ both 

perceive a certain degree of risks; and it is reasonable to assume that the ‘distrust group’ 

have higher risk perceptions than ‘trust group’, and the ‘distrust group’ is probably a large 

share of the general population given the results shown in Chapters 5 and 6. The low trust 
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level reported in Chapter 5 could also provide some circumstantial evidence for this 

assumption.  

Thus, the answers of the ‘coping group’ and the ‘political powerlessness group’ to the 

UoM/ECNU survey questions might be random. There are may also of course be some other 

groups of people that this research did not find, and which also moderate the effect of the 

relationship of risk perception and trust.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7-2 Cross-relationship of trust and risk perception (schematic diagram) 

So, the relationship between trust and risk perception are loosely correlated, but with 

context-dependent moderating factors. The general negative correlation between risk 

perception and trust might be a result of the distributions of attitudes of these five groups 

as shown in the qualitative data, or other types of opinions that this thesis’ interviews did 

not reveal.  
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7.7 Conclusion 

In Shanghai, very few people drink tap water directly from the tap, and most people choose 

to use filtered/purified water or bottled water for drinking. Compared with the results of 

the survey data collected two years earlier than the interviews, a growing number of people 

have chosen to install water filters and fewer people purchase bottled water.  

The results suggest that political trust is not perfectly related to risk perception, and is a 

more socially nuanced phenomenon. When there are no risks, political trust is an irrelevant 

concern to people. Yet risk perception is a necessary but not sufficient condition for trust. 

When risks are perceived and people think their own coping ability will reduce the risks to 

an acceptable level, trust again becomes a less relevant concern. When risks are perceived, 

and people are resigned to this reality and feel politically powerlessness, then trust once 

again becomes a somewhat irrelevant concern.  

Conversely trust comes into being when people perceive that there is a risk even after they 

take coping actions, and in this circumstance their trust in government with respect to an 

issue is coloured by their broader attitude towards government, which, in this case tends 

mostly towards acceptance of the risk and a favourable attitude towards the 

trustworthiness of the government. So, when people trust in the government, although 

risks are perceived, they find ways to cope with the risks through both their behaviours and 

their attitudes. They understand and accept the existing risks, and this does not seem to 

erode their trust. A small number of these people do not accept the risks and blame the 

government for them. They distrust the government.   

An implication of these results is that the surveys may have limited value in understanding 

political trust in China. Trust surveys may be coercing people to give an answer about an 

issue that in many cases it has no relevance to them [they see no risk] or that is not 

important [they can cope], or about a risk that that they understand and accept. Hence, 

trust is a context-dependent concept. For a better understanding of political trust, a 
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consideration of examining the contextual factors is necessary in addition to the 

quantitative surveys.  

Overall, then, if this case study is any example, the relationship between risk perception 

and political trust is not straightforward. Contextual factors need to be included. Coping 

behaviour is not always a key factor in explaining variations in attitudes of trust, with self-

assessed knowledge and attitudes towards political power crucial to the justification of trust. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction  

This thesis sought to study political trust in China through the lens of fresh water supply in 

Shanghai. It has tested existing explanations of political trust as being correlated with 

certain demographic factors, and with risk perception, and further investigated other more 

context dependent factors to get a better understanding of political trust in China.  

This chapter concludes the whole thesis. It begins by restating the research aim and 

questions, the thesis’ rationale, research design and key findings. Following that, it outlines 

the thesis’ contributions to knowledge, and practical implications. This chapter concludes 

with a discussion of some of the limitations of this research and potential avenues for future 

research.   

8.2 Thesis summary  

The aim of this thesis is to understand political trust in China through the lens of fresh water 

supply in Shanghai. 

To address this aim, three research sub-questions are asked.  

1. What is the influence of demographic factors on political trust? 

2. What is the relationship between risk perception and political trust? 

3. What other factors help explain political trust? 

In order to understand the complex concept of political trust, a systematic review of the 

literature was conducted (Chapter 2). Among other things, this showed that knowledge 
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about political trust is overwhelmingly derived from research in western democratic states. 

Given that the concept of political trust and its determinants and effects may differ across 

countries, the universality of existing theories of political trust is therefore questionable 

(Marien, 2017). There is limited knowledge about political trust in China, and so the extent 

to which knowledge about trust explains the situation in authoritarian China is not clear. 

Therefore, aim and research questions of this thesis seek to address a significant gap in the 

existing literature on political trust.  

Empirical research was conducted with a case study of urban Shanghai. Fresh water supply 

– an important public service of the government – was used to study residents’ trust in 

water management institutions. This case study was chosen as political trust usually arises 

through interaction with specific public institutions that offer specific services that are 

familiar to the public (Christensen and Lægreid, 2005; Nunkoo, 2015).  

A combination of quantitative and qualitative methods was adopted to collect data. Data 

collected from 5007 valid questionnaires (the UoM/ECNU survey), 64 effective face-to-face 

qualitative interviews, and secondary sources are analysed to answer the research 

questions. The UoM/ECNU questionnaire survey considered households to be the basic unit 

of analysis.  

In this thesis, the demographic information of the interviewee and the social-economic 

status of his/her family were used to examine to what extent their demographic 

characteristics influence their general trust in water management institutions, and their 

trust in the fairness, honesty, and competence of water management institutions. This 

information contributed to answering the first research question. To answer the second 

research question, residents’ levels of perception of the risk of consuming municipal tap 

water were scaled from three parallel questions (drink safe/cook safe/wash safe) in the 

UoM/ECNU survey. This was correlated with levels of political trust. The qualitative 

interview data then was examined to explore other possible influencing factors on political 

trust in the China context, and this is the primary data used to answer the third research 

question.  
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There are four key findings of this thesis. First, the overall level of political trust in water 

management institutions in Shanghai is low. With regard to the three dimensions of trust, 

people are most trusting of these institutions in terms of their competence, followed by 

their fairness, and they are least trusting of their honesty.  Second, and in answer to the 

first research question: gender, age, home ownership, occupation, and income levels are 

not significantly correlated with political trust. In contrast, people with urban hukou trust 

less than people with rural hukou, and people who are better educated trust less than those 

with lower levels of educational attainment.  

Third, perception of the risk of consuming tap water are inversely correlated with political 

trust in water management institutions. That is to say, when people hold higher trust level 

in the institutions, they tend to perceive less risks in consuming tap water; vise versa, people 

who perceive greater risks trust less than those who perceive fewer risks. This correlation 

is statistically bidirectional but causality is not explained by the statistical association. It is 

necessary to consider other mediating or moderating factors to explain political trust.  

A final key finding of this thesis is that for various reasons political trust may not be a 

meaningful concept for many people in China, at least with respect to water consumption 

in cities. Political trust was not an equally meaningful concept to all respondents in this 

research. ‘No risk perception’, ‘coping strategy’ and ‘political powerless perception’ make 

political trust a somewhat irrelevant concern. There are people who either trust or distrust 

in the government, and both groups perceive risks in drinking water. The key differences 

between them are whether they think the risks are reasonable to exist and whether they 

attribute the existing risks to the fault of the government.   

The next section discusses in detail the contributions this research makes to current 

knowledge, as well as some of its practical implications. 
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8.3 Contribution to knowledge 

Political trust is an important indicator of how much people support the government in a 

democracy. It also has a bearing on the success or failure of government reforms (Suleiman, 

2013). Thus, political trust has enjoyed considerable scholarly attention. However, there is 

a case-selection bias in the literature in that most studies of political trust are focussed on 

western democracies such that the generalisability of their findings is limited. They may 

have little explanatory power in the case of China due to marked political, economic and 

cultural differences. Hence, there is a need for intercultural studies to build a better 

understanding of political trust (Bronfman et al., 2009), and this thesis contributes such a 

study.  

Empirical research on political trust in contemporary China is scarce. It is far from clear: if 

the Chinese people demonstrate strong confidence toward their government; which factors 

influence political trust; and if the influencing factors in China are the same as those 

reported in the literature. These are the questions that need to be answered for a better 

understanding of political trust in China. Through an empirical case study in Shanghai, this 

research extends knowledge of political trust in China.  

8.3.1 The paradox of political trust in China 

In theory trust is both a cause and an effect of a healthy democratic society (Ruscio, 1996). 

Trust is assumed to be higher in democracies than in autocracies because governments are 

not elected if they are not trustworthy – an effect that is lacking in authoritarian regimes 

where this electoral incentive is missing. However, the evidence for this is unclear given an 

absence of comparative studies about political trust across types of political regimes. At 

least in the case of China, the comparative evidence shows the opposite – political trust in 

China appears to be remarkably high and greater than in most liberal democracies. For 

example, among the 59 countries included in the United Nations World Value Survey (2010-

2014), the Chinese government is the second most trusted by its people, higher than 



173 
 

Australia and the United States. This paradox warrants further investigation, and this is a 

key rationale for the research.  

Political trust arises through interaction with specific public institutions on concrete issues 

(Chen, 2004; Christensen and Lægreid, 2005; Fisher et al., 2010; Nunkoo, 2015). In China, 

because the government is the principal actor in the political process of drinking water 

provision, a trustworthy water governance system is as important as physical infrastructure 

for water supply (Fragkou and McEvoy, 2016). Based on empirical case studies, this thesis 

provides an overview of the levels of political trust in China through a familiar lens of fresh 

water supply. The results show that political trust in China is not high. No matter whether 

it relates to general trust or sub-dimensional trust, no more than half of the respondents 

say they trust in the authorities. Attitudes concerning the honesty of the government are 

the bleakest: less than one third of the respondents trust the government to be honest, and 

over half of the people distrust it.  

This is a significant finding from this research – not only because it provides much needed 

empirical evidence on political trust in an authoritarian setting, but also because it provides 

operable ways (such as honesty and transparency) to know which factors matter most in 

people’s evaluation of trust. It also contradicts the far more superficial comparative studies 

of trust that show high levels of political trust in China. Therefore, this thesis demonstrates 

a need to be cautious when using methods and theories drawn from western countries to 

understand political trust in China. 

The result from the analysis of the UoM/ECNU data that people are most doubtful about 

the honesty of the government (see Chapter 5) is supported by the qualitative interview 

results described in Chapter 7, where the interviewees complain most about the 

government’s lack of transparency and honesty. People hope to know not only the good 

news from the authorities but also the bad. This reflects the tensions in China’s slow political 

transformation. It implies that authorities might do well to make greater efforts to inform 

the public about the advantages and disadvantages of policies and events to those affected 

(Renn, 2004). 
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8.3.2 The influence of demographic factors  

As explained in Chapter 2, individual demographic factors are often found to influence 

differences in the extent to which people hold political trust. For example, age, gender, 

occupation, income, educational attainment, religion, immigration, and political 

participation have been found to matter in various studies, though with inconsistent and at 

times contradicting effects (see Chapter 2). Among these demographic variables, education 

and income seem to be consistently significant, though the positive correlation between 

these two variables themselves suggests that the general finding that education decreases 

political trust while income increases it is itself far from conclusive. It is not clear whether 

the ambiguity in all these findings is a matter of difference in the places and times that data 

has been collected, and/or if there are problems with the conceptualisation of political trust 

and the methods for studying it (Levi and Stoker, 2000). In addition, some demographic 

variables are less obviously relevant for China (or beyond our capacity to measure); for 

example, formal political participation varies little across individuals in China, and increasing 

overseas immigration is not so applicable in contemporary China.  

This thesis seeks to study political trust with Shanghai as a study case in a manner that 

provides insights into the effects of China’s demographic transition on political trust. Its 

findings about the association of demographic factors with political trust are at odds with 

some previous research. For example, occupation in China is believed to have a significant 

influence on people’s trust, where cadres from the party and government employees tend 

to have higher levels of trust (Qiu et al., 2012; He et al., 2014). Nevertheless, no such result 

was found in this thesis’ research, which also found that gender, age, ownership of 

residential property, and household income have no significant relationship with political 

trust. It has been reported that economic performance of the government is a powerful 

determinant of political trust (Wong et al., 2011; Nunkoo et al., 2012; Nunkoo and Smith, 

2013). However, in this research, the ownership of residential property and household 

income (which to some extent represents the economic status of the individual respondent) 

do not significantly explain levels of political trust. This finding may be alarming to those 
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that consider political trust is promoted by economic growth and rising wealth (Wang, 2010; 

Shen and Guo, 2013).  

The finding from this thesis shows that hukou status is also important for explaining political 

trust, although it has been overlooked in the few previous studies on political trust in China. 

The hukou system (household registration) was described in Chapter 4.  Although over half 

of the Chinese people now live in cities, 35 percent of city dwellers do not have hukou for 

that city – with the vast majority of this ‘floating population’ being rural migrants. In this 

thesis, hukou status is found to play a significant role in stratifying political trust. People 

with urban hukou tend to be more critical and cynical than people with rural hukou. This 

may be related to the social system – that people with urban hukou are better protected 

and they can afford to care more about quality-of-life issues, thus have higher expectations 

of the government’s performance. This thesis also finds that more highly educated people 

show lower levels of trust, which is in line with previous research results in China, such as 

Sun et al. (2012) and He et al. (2014).  

Thus, it seems rural to urban migration may have a positive effect on political trust while 

rising education levels have a negative effect. China’s demographic transition (Wu and Sun, 

2009), seems to be changing people’s perception of political trust. The finding implies that 

potentially slower rates of rural to urban migration, the progressive relaxation of 

restrictions on rural hukou holders and the increasing conversion of rural to urban hukou, 

and improving levels of education may progressively result in larger concentrations of 

people with lower levels of political trust, and that is not offset by rising incomes. 

8.3.3 The relationship between risk perception and trust is bidirectional and context-

dependent 

Risk is an inherent feature of trust; trust would not make sense without some element of 

risk (Grabner-Kräuter and Kaluscha, 2003). Furthermore, considering the important role 

that trust plays in risk regulation activities (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2003; Brown, 2016), the 

relationship between risk perception and trust is the subject of much scholarly attention 
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and no lack of debate. There are two models that explain the relationship between risk 

perception and trust: the casual model suggests that risk perception is predicted by trust 

(with higher trust lower risk perception); the associationist model rejects the assumption of 

any direct correlation between risk perception and trust, but accepts an association of them 

with an acceptance of risks (Eiser et al., 2002). Much attention has been devoted to testing 

these two models, with diverse conclusions. As explained in Chapter 2, the existence and 

the sign (if the relation exists) of the relationship between trust and risk perception seems 

to hinge on different types of hazard (Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2005), people’s self-assessed 

knowledge (Siegrist and Cvetkovich, 2000), and the referents of trust (Earle, 2010). However, 

most results are overwhelmingly generated from quantitative data, which is good at testing 

for general associations. Given that trust is a socially-mediated and context-dependent 

perception, studies that seek to explain political trust irrespective of context cannot hope 

to uncover the deeper reasons that aid our understanding of trust. Thus, a key contribution 

of this research is to use a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to examine 

the relationship between risk perception and political trust, and also to investigate if in-

contextual factors help explain political trust.   

This thesis tested and confirmed the statistical correlation between risk and trust. It found 

that risk perception and trust in water management authorities are statistically correlated. 

Moreover, this correlation tends to be bi-directional and mutually reinforcing, which means 

that when there is higher level of political trust, risk perception of consuming tap water is 

likely to be lower, and vice versa. This conclusion is consistent with the reported results of 

Wu et al. (2017), who research the public perception of food safety and trust in the 

government in China. It is also broadly consistent with the causal model of trust, showing 

that trust and risk perception are at associated statistically, though the direction of causality 

cannot be inferred. 

Using qualitative interview data, the thesis then sought new explanations to help better 

understand political trust in the context of Shanghai, China. The interviews showed that 

trust is not a universally relevant concept, and that it is irrelevant when there is no risk 
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perception. This is an important finding for studies that assume trust exists and then seek 

to test its extent or causes, suggesting that such studies may be asking questions about an 

irrelevant phenomenon. In the case of water, when people perceive some risk and they 

themselves take actions to reduce that risk to an acceptable level, then trust in water 

management institutions no longer seems to be an issue (assuming some consistency in the 

minimum level of water quality supplied).  

In addition, this research finds that forming an opinion on trust is a political action. When 

people do not think that they have the power to change or make a difference to a situation 

such as the management of water supply, no matter whether risk is or is not being perceived, 

they do not invest in thinking about trust because they feel have no power or choice over 

the situation. This point has not been considered in the wider literature: some people 

choose not to contemplate political trust because to them it is pointless. These findings 

provide possible ways to understand the unsettled relationship between risk perception 

and trust, as well as inconsistent findings about trust in studies in China. This is by no means 

to say that Chinese people never consider trust – indeed most people in the interviews did 

so, but a few did not.  

In terms of water, studies have shown that the way individuals perceive the risk of drinking 

tap water can be explained by their trust in public services more generally (Doria et al., 2009; 

Pierce and Gonzalez, 2017). This thesis finds that people’s perception of risks will also 

influence their perception of trustworthiness of the government. When people attribute 

the existing risks to the fault of the government, they are inclined to distrust the 

government. On the contrary, when people perceive the existing risks is reasonable and 

they voluntarily accept the risks, people tend to trust the government. Their risk perception 

does not seem to reduce their political trust in those circumstances.  

So, the two methods (survey and interview) used in this thesis to study trust through a 

particular public service (water supply) provides convincing and novel insights into political 

trust in China. This more grounded and layered approach to studying trust is more effective 

in explaining trust levels than the more frequently used generic and comparative 
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assessments applied at the national level, and they yield different (lower trust) and more 

nuanced results. 

8.4 Practical implications  

Both at a national and international level the Chinese government has claimed that it is 

building a socialist country with Chinese characteristics. How this 20 percent of the world’s 

population perceive their government deserves attention (Wu and Sun, 2009). This research 

suggests that in China, the public-government relationship might be less positive than has 

been revealed in nationwide opinion polls and comparative studies. It suggests that the 

Chinese government could do more to convey a sense of honesty and fairness in order to 

maintain public confidence. With the improved quality of life and more and more exposure 

to national and international media and markets, Chinese people are increasingly seeking 

government transparency. Furthermore, the public’s sense that governments do not treat 

people fairly underscores the need to address the increasing polarity between rural and 

urban areas, and rich and poor people.  

This research also has implications for water management in urban China from the 

perspective of efficiency and effectiveness. The new hygiene standard for drinking water 

has been in place since 2007. The new standard increased the number of indicators of water 

quality from 35 to 106, 106 being the world’s advanced level for water quality. It has now 

been enforced for several years, still, almost half of the people choose filtered water or 

bottled water. One possible explanation for this is because people do not trust the 

government so they do not drink tap water even though it may be safe to do so. This means 

that people may be wasting money on bottled water, filters, and boiling. Moreover, it 

means that no matter what the government does to improve water quality, for as long as 

people distrust them they will be wasting their time and money.  

In addition, it is interesting to note that some residents who are usually more informed and 

educated do not expect the quality of tap water will improve to a drinkable level. In their 

opinion, water for drinking and cooking only accounts for a small proportion of the total 
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daily fresh water use, so there would be too much wastage using drinkable tap water for 

washing and cleaning. This point of view finds support from researchers too (Tao and Xin, 

2014). Therefore, decision makers in the water management process – the government and 

water producing companies – should take this into consideration when pursuing better 

water quality and public satisfaction to be more cost efficiency. 

8.5 Shortcomings and reflections for future research  

This research adopted mixed methods to collect data, which offered the advantage of 

examining both the general trends within a large population and in-depth information 

about how people think about trust in the context of water. However, there are some 

shortcomings with this combination of methods.  

The UoM/ECNU survey was carried out in July 2013, three months earlier than the 

commencement of this PhD project, 20 months before the interviews for this thesis were 

conducted. This time lag may mean changes in water quality, water purifier market, or an 

exceptional pollution event, changed people’s water use behaviours and risk perception 

between the times of data collection. Further, given the many other questions asked in the 

UoM/ECNU survey (40 questions covering diverse topics) it was important to balance data 

needs against the interview length, so in the questions asking about trust the UoM/ECNU 

survey set the option in three categories: ‘Yes’, ‘I don’t know’ and ‘No’ rather than using the 

5-, 7-, or even 10- Likert scales (Peters et al., 1997; Mishler and Rose, 2001; Dimitrova-Grajzl 

and Simon, 2010). Nevertheless, this may not be a big problem, because the assumption 

that points in the Likert scale have commensurate meaning across respondents is 

questionable, given the diverse population in our sample and our experience interviewing 

and surveying across diverse groups in China. To be clear, Likert scales assume each 

respondent has the same understanding of what a unit on the scale means: for example, it 

assumes that a response of ‘4’ means the same to migrant ethnic Chinese educated to 

primary level as it does to a university lecturer or a stockbroker. Classifying responses in this 

way may result in losing some nuance in meaning, however the data is likely robust given 



180 
 

the large number (5007 valid responses) of data points in the UoM/ECNU survey and its 

generally representative sample spread across the entire Shanghai municipality.  

Perhaps more important are the empirical constraints stemming from the research topic 

itself. Political trust is not a common topic of conservation in Chinese people’s everyday 

lives. People may feel uncomfortable in expressing their views about the government, 

especially when it is a negative evaluation, and this was confirmed by the interview 

experiences (see Chapters 3 and 7). To avoid the potential bias, when I was doing the semi-

structured interviews in Shanghai, I did not directly ask questions about people’s political 

trust (this is different from the survey questions), but chose to use other related questions 

to evaluate respondents’ attitudes to the government’s performance. However, this means 

that it is not possible to make any direct comparisons with the UoM/ECNU survey results, 

or to other quantitative studies.  

The last point concerns the extension of the research results in this thesis. Shanghai is one 

of the four municipalities directly controlled by the central government. The Shanghai 

municipal government is in charge of domestic water supply, given that almost all the water 

companies are state-owned enterprises. In addition, Shanghai is the vanguard of economic 

development in China and the influx of millions of migrants from the whole country has 

resulted in a dramatic demographic transition. Further as a municipal government is 

equivalent to a provincial governmentin a one-party state, Shanghai is closer in kind to the 

central government than most other governments in China. Hence, Shanghai provides a 

perfect study case for this research. Nevertheless, context does matter, and these same 

reasons mean Shanghai is not the same as other places, nor are its water sources and 

systems the same other cities and rural areas. Furthermore, in light of the difference that 

scale makes in terms of trust evaluations (as discussed in Chapter 2), it is noteworthy that 

the scale of this research is a larger city, so to some extent the results of this study may not 

be directly relevant to trust in other levels of government in China – particularly lower levels 

of government. Therefore, while we can say the results of this study reveal much about 

theory of political trust in general, they cannot be taken as explaining political trust in all 
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places in China. Understanding variations in political trust would require comparative 

studies across diverse places in China. 
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Appendices 

Appendix I The full questions from UoM/ECNU water survey  

 

调查员的名字 IntName 
 

区域编号 Number 

1 被访家庭居住在 Household in 

1A 区/县 District / county 

1B 街道/乡镇 Street / township 

1C 小区/村名 Resident zone / village  

1K 别的信息 other information 

2 被访家庭的住宅类型 Interviewed family residential type 

2A 别墅/ 小二楼 villa/new house 

2B 市区老房子（1－2 层） old Shanghai house (1-2 floor) 

2C 新住宅高楼 high quality apartment 

2D 旧住宅高楼 lower quality apartment 

2E 民工／外地人住的工棚 on the construction sites 

2F 民工／外地人住的单位提供的集体宿舍/ 几

人合 租的简易房 

dormitory arranged by employer 

companies/rented and shared room 

2G 如果调查员对住宅类型难易分类，请描述这

种住宅的特征: 

If you are not clear, describe the house 

2K 别的信息 other information 

2L 别的信息 other information 

2M 别的信息 other information 

2N 
 

old Shanghai house, part [e.g., one floor] 

2O 
 

apartment not specified 

2P 2 层，半新半旧 half old, half new, renovated 

3 您现在的住房是 You are now housing 

3A 租的房 rent a dwelling 

3B 自家的房 own a dwelling 

3K 别的信息 other information 
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3C 工作单位提供 workplace provided 

4 您家住在这里的常住人口情况 your household members who are living here 

4A 本人性别 yourself gender 

4B 本人户口 yourself hukou 

4C 本人年龄 yourself ages 

4D 本人职业 yourself occupation 

4E 本人受教育程度 yourself education 

4K 别的信息 other information 

41B 配偶户口 partner hukou 

41C 配偶年龄 partner ages 

41D 配偶职业 partner occupation 

41E 配偶受教育程度 partner education 

41K 别的信息 other information 

42C 其他成员年龄 other ages 

42D 其他成员职业 other occupation 

42E 其他成员受教育程度 other education 

42K 别的信息 other information 

43C 其他成员年龄 other ages 

43D 其他成员职业 other occupation 

43E 其他成员受教育程度 other education 

43K 别的信息 other information 

44C 其他成员年龄 other ages 

44D 其他成员职业 other occupation 

44E 其他成员受教育程度 other education 

44K 别的信息 other information 

45C 其他成员年龄 other ages 

45D 其他成员职业 other occupation 

45E 其他成员受教育程度 other education 

45K 别的信息 other information 

46C 其他成员年龄 other ages 

46D 其他成员职业 other occupation 

46E 其他成员受教育程度 other education 
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46K 别的信息 other information 

5 您家全家人去年税前全部年总收入（包括奖

金等其它收入) 

annual total household income before tax last 

year (including bonus & all other income): 

10,000 RMB 

 

5A <2 万 <2 

5B 2 万-4 万 2-4 

5C 4 万-6 万 4-6 

5D 6 万-8 万 6-8 

5E 8 万-10 万 8-10 

5F 10 万-15 万 10-15 

5G 15 万-20 万 15-20 

5H 20 万-30 万 20-30 

5I 30-40 万 30-40 

5J 40 万-50 万 40-50 

5K 50 万-100   50-100 

5L >100 万 >100 

6 您家住在本宅约有多少年? How many years have you been in this 

building? 

6A 
 

years 

7 您家生活用水情况，(请选择) the situation of your water source (please 

select) 

7A 有自来水供应,自家的水龙头，与市公共供

水系统连接 

my own water tap that is connected to the 

public water supply 

7B 没有自来水, 其它用水来源:(请说明) no tap water, we use other source of water 

(please specify) 

7K 别的信息 other information 

71A 有自来水供应，我们是几家合用水龙头，与

市公共供水系统连接  

communal water tap that is connected to the 

public water supply 

71K 别的信息 other information 

72A 无自来水，我们用井水 no tap water, we use well water 

72B 不知道 don't know 

72K 别的信息 other information 

8 您对自来水的水质满意吗？ Are you satisfied with water quality? 

8A 非常满意 very satisfactory 
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8B 比较满意 satisfactory 

8C 一般 soso 

8D 不太满意 unsatisfactory 

8E 非常不满意 very unsatisfactory 

8K 别的信息 other information 

81A 哪些方面满意： what satisfied: 

81B 哪些方面不满意： what unsatisfied: 

81K 别的信息 other information 

9 您认为如果自来水不用烧开，直接饮用自来

水安全吗？ 

Do you think it is safe to directly drink tap water 

without boiling it? 

9A 安全 yes 

9B 不安全 no 

9C 不知道 don't know 

9K 别的信息 other information 

10 您认为不经过处理直接用自来水做饭安全

吗？ 

Do you think it is safe to cook with tap water 

without treatment? 

10A 安全 yes 

10B 不安全 no 

10C 不知道 don't know 

10K 别的信息 other information 

11 您认为不经过处理直接用自来水洗衣服或沐

浴安全吗? 

Do you think it is safe to use tap water to 

washing or shower without any treatment? 

11A 安全 yes 

11B 不安全 no 

11C 不知道 don't know 

11K 别的信息 other information 

12 您家具有的设施(如果有，调查员选择打勾) the equipment you have in your apartment / 

house (please select) 

12A 自家水表 water meter 

12B 淋浴 showers 

12C 有几个 how many? 

12K 别的信息 other information 

121A 饮水机 drinking water machine 
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121B 浴盆 baths 

121C 有几个 how many? 

121K 别的信息 other information 

122A 洗碗机 dish washer 

122B 我家有由本楼或者本住宅小区物业管理和提

供的可直饮水的净水管道 

direct drinking water supplied by the building or 

the residential property 

122K 别的信息 other information 

123A 洗衣机 washing machine 

123B 花园／菜地 garden/veg garden 

123K 别的信息 other information 

124A 水龙头上装有净水器 purification water machine 

124B 花园／菜地用自来水浇地吗？ watering garden using same tap 

124K 别的信息 other information 

125A 厕所的马桶是节水型的 the toilet water saving style 

125B 户外浇水软管 external hose 

125K 别的信息 other information 

13 您家自来水水质 the tap water quality in your house 

13A 水质稳定，没什么变化 stable, no change 

13B 时好时坏 irregular （sometime better， sometime 

worse） 

13C 不知道 don't know 

13K 别的信息 other information 

14 近几年来您家自来水水质的变化趋势? How do you think the change of water quality in 

recent years? 

14A 变好 getting better 

14B 一直稳定，没什么变化 stable, no change 

14C 变坏 worse 

14D 时好时坏 irregular (sometime better， sometime worse) 

14E 不知道 don't know 

14K 别的信息 other information 

15 您家自来水水质变坏,其频率是? How often the tap water quality become bad? 

15A 一年一次 once/year 

15B 一季一次 once/3 months 
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15C 一月一次 once/month 

15D 每周一次 once/week 

15E 每天一次 daily 

15K 不知道 don't know 

151B 水质不好的特征是： Poor water quality features are: 

151K 别的信息 other information 

16 您认为上海自来水的水质到处都一样吗？ Do you think Shanghai tap water everywhere 

the same? 

16A 不知道 don't know 

16B 一样 same 

16C 不大一样 not the same 

16K 别的信息 other information 

161A 如果不大一样，哪儿水质好一些？ If it was not the same, where the water quality 

is better? 

161B 哪儿水质差一些？ Where the water quality is worse? 

17 您家有时候停水水吗？ Whether the water stopping is happening in 

your house sometimes? 

17A 有时候停 sometimes 

17B 从来不停 never stop 

17C 不知道 don't know 

17K 别的信息 other information 
 

如果有时候停，大概频率是 :  the frequency of water stopping 

171A 一年一次 once/year 

171B 一季一次 once/3 months 

171C 一月一次 once/month 

171D 每周一次 once/week 

171E 每天一次 daily 

171K 不知道 don't know 

172K 别的信息 other information 

18 您家去年一年停水次数比前些年: the time of water stopping compared with 

previous years 

18A 多了 more 

18B 没什么差异 no change 

18C 少了 less 

18D 不知道 don't know 
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18K 别的信息 other information 

19 我能看看您家的水费单吗？ Can I see your home water bill? 
 

如果可以、或者有水费单： If you can, or have water bills: 

19A 调查员记下：用水期间 Investigators note: how often is the water bill 

collected 

19K 别的信息 other information 

191A 水费总计:  how much the bill 

191K 别的信息 other information 

192A 用水量 how many tons the bill 

192K 别的信息 other information 

193A 水费上写的水价 （元/吨） the price (Yuan RMB/ton) 

193K 别的信息 other information 
 

如果没有或者不能看，调查员问： If you do not or cannot see, the investigator 

asked : 

194A 您□知道/□不知道您家的水费单是多少元 You know / do not know your family's water bill 

is how many yuan 

194B 水价每吨 price/ton 

194K 别的信息 other information 

20 你家自来水供应公司名称是？ What is the name of your water supply 

company? 

21 您认为上海的自来水水价那儿都一样吗？ Do you think Shanghai's tap water prices are 

the same everywhere? 

21A 不知道 don't know 

21B 一样 same 

21C 不大一样 not the same 

21K 别的信息 other information 

211A 如果不一样，哪儿水价高一些？ If not, where the higher price of water? 

211B 哪儿水价低一些？ Where the price of water is lower? 

22 近五年来水价上涨了吗? Is the price of water rising in the last five years? 

22A 上涨 yes 

22B 没上涨 no 

22C 不知道 don't know 

22K 别的信息 other information 
 

如果上涨，您认为涨幅如何？ if rising, do you think that the pace rising is 

221A 涨幅太大 too fast 
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221B 涨幅在能接受范围 acceptable 

221C 涨幅太小 too slow 

221D 不知道 don't know 

221K 别的信息 other information 

23 您认为水价上涨会使您减少用水量吗？ Do you think that that the increase in price is 

making you consume less water? 

23A 是 yes 

23B 不是 no 

23C 不知道 don't know 

23K 别的信息 other information 

24 您认为水价上涨会使您节约用水吗？ Do you think that the increase in price is making 

you take care about how you use water? 

24A 不是 no 

24B 是 yes 

24C 不知道 don't know 

24K 别的信息 other information 

241A 如果是, 节约用水的主要措施是： If yes, what is your action? 

241K 别的信息 other information 

25 如果自来水能达到直接饮用水标准 您愿意

为此多付一些水费吗？ 

Would you be willing to pay more for water if 

you could drink it directly out of the tap? 

25A 愿意 yes 

25B 不愿意 no 

25K 别的信息 other information 

251A 如果愿意多付，您愿意每月比现在多付 If yes, how much more would you be willing to 

pay? 

251K 别的信息 other information 

26 近五年来您家的用水量的变化? The amount change of water you consume in 

the recent 5 years? 

26A 越来越多 more 

26B 没什么变化 no change 

26C 越来越少 less 

26D 不知道 don't know 

26K 别的信息 other information 

27 您喜欢直接饮用自来水的味道吗？ Do you like the taste of direct drinking tap 

water? 
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27A 喜欢 yes 

27B 还行 ok 

27C 不喜欢 no 

27K 别的信息 other information 
 

您喜欢您家烧开的自来水的味道吗？ Do you like the taste of boiling tap water? 

271A 喜欢 yes 

271B 还行 ok 

271C 不喜欢 no 

271K 别的信息 other information 

28 您在家时，您直接饮用： When you are at home, do you usually drink: 

28A A: 不用煮开水供应公司的自来水 drink the tap water supplied by water supply 

company, directly, no boiling 

28B B: 烧开的水供应公司的自来水  the tap water supplied by water supply 

company, after boiling 

28C C: 由本楼或者本住宅小区物业管理和提供

净水管道的直饮水  

drinking water supplied by the building or the 

residential property 

28D D: 水龙头上净水器过滤后的自来水 water from a purification water machine 

28E E: 饮水机的水 water from a drinking water machine 

28F F: 瓶装水 bottled water 

28G G: 井水 well water 

28H H: 有自来水供应，我们是几家合用水龙

头，与市公共供水系统连接，几家合用水龙

头的自来水 

There is water supply, we combined several 

taps, public water supply system is connected 

with the city, several combination faucet tap 

water.  

28K 别的信息 other information 

281K 别的信息 other information 

282K 别的信息 other information 

283K 别的信息 other information 

284K 别的信息 other information 

285K 别的信息 other information 

286K 别的信息 other information 

287K 别的信息 other information 



212 
 

29 （如果上一问题中 B 问题的答案，本问题

不用回答，直接回答问题 30；如果 B 答案

是，回答本问题） 

(If the previous question B is the answers no, do 

not answer this question, a direct answer to 

question 30; if B is the answer yes, to answer 

this question) 

29A 为什么您要煮开自来水呢？ Why do you boil the water from the tap? 

29K 别的信息 other information 

30 您认为饮用瓶装水比自来水安全？ Do you think drinking bottled water is safe than 

tap water? 

30A 是 yes 

30B 不是 no 

30C 不知道 don't know 

30K 别的信息 other information 
 

您认为饮用瓶装水比自来水口感好？ Do you think the tastes of drinking bottled 

water is better than tap water? 

301A 是 yes 

301B 不是 no 

301C 不知道 don't know 

301K 别的信息 other information 

31 您认为饮用饮水机的水比自来水安全？ Do you think drinking fountains water is safe 

than tap water? 

31A 是 yes 

31B 不是 no 

31C 不知道 don't know 

31K 别的信息 other information 
 

您认为饮水机的水比自来水口感好？ Do you think the tastes of drinking fountains 

water is better than tap water? 

311A 是 yes 

311B 不是 no 

311C 不知道 don't know 

311K 别的信息 other information 

32 您认为您本人有过因为直接饮用自来水而生

过病？ 

Do you think you had been ill because of 

drinking tap water? 

32A 我不认为我有过 I do not think I have ever had 

32B 我认为有过 I think there have been 

32K 别的信息 other information 
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321A 如果认为有过， 哪是什么样的健康问题？ If you think there have been, what kind of 

health problems? 

321K 别的信息 other information 

33 您知不知道您的家庭成员有人因为直接饮用

自来水而生过病？ 

Did you know who your family members drink 

water directly from the tap, and then had a 

problem? 

33A 不知道 don't know 

33B 知道 yes 

33K 别的信息 other information 

331A 如果知道， 他/她是什么样的健康问题？ If you know what was the problem? 

331K 别的信息 other information 

34 政府或者自来水公司告诉您直接饮用他们提

供的自来水是安全的？ 

Have the government or the water company 

told you to drink tap water directly is safe? 

34A 告诉过 yes 

34B 没有告诉过 no 

34C 不知道 don't know 

34K 别的信息 other information 

35 您认为水供应公司有能力供应安全可靠直接

饮用的自来水吗？ 

Do you think that the water supply company is 

able to supply water that is safe to drink from 

the tap? 

35A 有能力 yes 

35B 没有能力 no 

35C 不一定 maybe 

35D 不知道 don't know 

35K 别的信息 other information 

36 

 
如果水供应公司发现其水质不安全，您认为

该公司能告诉您吗？ 

If the water supply company found that the 

water was unsafe, do you think that they'd tell 

you? 

36A 能告诉 yes 

36B 不能告诉 no 

36C 不一定 maybe 

36D 不知道 don't know 

36K 别的信息 other information 

37 如果上海自来水公司通知, 自来水已达到直

接饮用标准, 您直接饮用吗? 

If Shanghai water company declared that the 

tap water reaching the standards of direct 

drinking, would you drink it? 
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37A 直接饮用 yes 

37B 不直接饮用 no 

37C 不一定 maybe 

37K 别的信息 other information 

38 您感觉以后上海饮用水供应会有风险吗？ Do you think there are any threats to the supply 

of drinking water in Shanghai in the future? 

38A 有 yes 

38B 没有 no 

38K 别的信息 other information 
 

如果有的话，有哪些方面( 可选多项): if yes, what those threats are. 

381A 水质 Water quality 

381B 水域的轮船事故 Shipping accidents near the water storages 

381K 别的信息 other information 

382A 水污染 Water contamination 

382B 水价 Water price 

382K 别的信息 other information 

383A 二次污染 Second contamination 

383B 水短缺 Water shortages 

383K 别的信息 other information 

384A 输水管事故 Failure of pipes 

384B 风暴潮 Storm surges [damaging or overflowing the 

storages] 

384K 别的信息 other information 

385A 其它 Other 

385B 
  

385K 别的信息 other information 

39 您本人对政府将能解决水供应的这些风险是

否有信心？ 

Do you have confidence that the government 

will overcome the risks? 

39A 绝对有信心 Absolutely confidence 

39B 不太有信心 Not much / no confidence 

39C 不知道 No idea at moment 

39K 别的信息 other information 

40 您认为政府应该把自来水公司卖掉？ Do you think the government should put the 

water company up for sale? 
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40A 不该卖 no 

40K 别的信息 other information 

41A 卖掉 yes 

41K 别的信息 other information 
 

-卖给： sell to 

42A 中国控股公司 China Holding Company 

42K 别的信息 other information 

43A 国内私人公司 Domestic private company 

43K 别的信息 other information 

44A 中外合资合营公司 Sino-foreign joint venture company 

44K 别的信息 other information 

45A 国内私企与国企合资合营公司 Domestic private and state-owned joint venture 

company 

45K 别的信息 other information 

46A 国外私企 Foreign private company 

46K 别的信息 other information 

1 Occupation was recoded referred to Holland Vocational Interest Theory (Holland, 1985).   
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Appendix II Description of socioeconomic and demographic information of the interviewees 

from UoM/ECNU survey17   

 Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)  

District 1 Pudong New 918 18.3 

2 Huangpu 157 3.1 

3 Xuhui 234 4.7 

4 Changning 122 2.4 

5 Jing'an 62 1.2 

6 Putao 240 4.8 

7 Zhabei 204 4.1 

8 Hongkou 128 2.6 

9 Yangpu 238 4.8 

10 Minhang 652 13 

11 Baoshan 319 6.4 

12 Jiading 491 9.8 

13 Jinshan 172 3.4 

14 Songjiang 580 11.6 

15 Qingpu 359 7.2 

16 Fengxian 131 2.6 

  Total 5007 100 

Ownership of 

residential 

property 

1 rent a dwelling 1368 28.4 

2 own a dwelling 3264 67.7 

3 workplace provided 189 3.9 

  Total  4821 100 

Gender 1 female 2636 52.8 

2 male  2358 47.2 

  Total 4994 100 

Hukou 1 Shanghai urban hukou 2698 54.0 

2 Shanghai rural hukou 516 10.3 

3 urban hukou other than Shanghai 694 13.9 

4 rural hukou other than Shanghai 1089 21.8 

  Total 4997 100 

Occupation 1 realistic 1660 33.9 

2 conventional 802 16.4 

3 enterprising 143 2.9 

4 investigative, artistic, social 227 4.6 

5 student 56 1.1 

6 retired 414 8.5 

7 unemployed & home makers 1594 32.6 

                                                           
17 Note: The total number varies from each other due to the missing data. 
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  Total 4896 100 

Age 1 18-29 793 15.9 

2 30-39 1006 20.1 

3 40-49 812 16.3 

4 50-59 999 20.0 

5 60-69 925 18.5 

6 70-90 461 9.2 

  Total 4996 100 

Education 1 <primary 271 5.5 

2 primary 494 10.0 

3 junior high 1393 28.2 

4 high school/technical school 1095 22.2 

5 diploma 644 13.1 

6 bachelor 904 18.3 

7 master or above 130 2.6 

  Total 4931 100 

Household 

Annual Income 

(10,000 RMB) 

1 <2 317 6.6 

2 2-4 907 18.8 

3 4-6 834 17.3 

4 6-8 621 12.9 

5 8-10 570 11.8 

6 10-15 598 12.4 

7 15-20 407 8.4 

8 20-30 304 6.3 

9 30-40 129 2.7 

10 40-50 57 1.2 

11 50-100 50 1.0 

12 >100 27 0.6 

  Total 4821 100 
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Appendix III Interview questions for the public18 

（对公众的采访问题） 

 Prompts  问题 Specific questions 

Behavior  

行为 

Do you drink tap water?  

请问您喝自来水吗？ 

-----如果不喝的话，请问您一般喝什么水？  

-----如果喝的话，请问您喝之前会采取什么

措施吗？比如煮开或者过滤或者其他？ 

 -----您为什么会做出上述行为？（习惯喝热

水还是担心水质？） 

-----If NO, what water do you usually drink?  

-----If YES, will you use any measures, such as boil the 

tap water, use water filter or others before drink?  

----- Why do you do that? 

Attitudes 

towards water  

对水的态度 

Do you have any concern about 

drinking water?  

对于饮用水您平时有什么担忧

吗？ 

 

----- 哪一方面的担忧？比如水质：消毒剂，

味道，颜色，水价，二次污染, 水源地水质

的影响，停水，水的供应之类的 

---- 您认为人们应该直接饮用自来水吗？冷

的或者不经过煮沸的，您觉得这是安全的

吗？为什么呢？ 

 -----作为一个居民或者说个人，您觉得自己

在饮用水供应和管理的过程中有什么作用或

影响吗？什么样的影响呢？ 

-----您认为居民是不是有权利不经过烧煮或

者额外过滤处理等，而直接饮用自来水？  

----- What are they? Such as smell, colour, water 

stopping, price, or others 

----- Do you think people should be able to drink 

water, cold and untreated in any way, from the tap? 

And do you think it is safe to do so? How would you 

explain your answer? 

----- Do you think that you have some influence over 

how your water supply is managed? Why? 

----- Do you think that it is people’s right to get water 

they can drink straight from the tap without boiling or 

treating it?  

----- Do you think that the government could do more 

for clean portable water? For example, in which 

aspects? 

                                                           
18 These questions provide themes and topics. Specific questions vary due to the complicated situations during the interviews. 
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----- 您觉得政府是不是能够在提供更洁净的

饮用水方面多做些什么？举例来说哪些方面

呢？ 

Information 

sources  

信息来源 

Where do you usually get the 

information about water 

quality?  

What kind of information (give 

an example), media, neighbour 

rumour or experience? 

(For example, when dead pigs 

happen in Huangpu river, where 

do you get the information and 

which do you trust and why?) 

通常您是从哪里获得关于水质

方面的信息？ 主要是哪方面

的信息呢？  

 

----- 媒体：电视，网络 （具体）或者是报纸 

----- 邻居或者是同事或者是亲戚朋友等 

----- 频率？多久查一次信息（看电视或者网

络或者跟朋友聊天） 

-----您从上述渠道获得的信息一般是正面的

还是负面的？一般您会相信吗？为什么？  

----- 能否举个例子？ 

 ----- 您认为这些信息会影响您对用水的态度

方式或者是对政府的态度吗？ 

----- Media: television, internet, newspaper etc.  

----- Neighbours or work mates or family members or 

others  

----- Frequency of access to info from these… 

----- Are the messages you get from these sources 

positive or negative? And normally how much do you 

agree with it and why?  

----- What is your own experience?  

----- How do you think the experience influence your 

opinion in the government? 

Could you give any specific news stories that you 

remember? 

Institutional 

variables 

机构因素 

 

Perception of  

----- Economic performance  

----- Political performance 

对政府的认知  

-----经济表现  

----- 政治表现 

 

 

----您认为政府在经济方面的表现怎么样？

比如整体经济发展，失业保障等 

-----您认为政府在以下方面表现怎么样？惩

治腐败，基础设施建设，保障人们的生活，

环境治理，饮用水的供给? 

----What is your opinion on economic performance of 

the government, such as dealing with unemployment, 

dealing with water price and managing economic 

development? 

----- What is your opinion on political performance of 

the government, such as dealing with political 

corruption, protecting people's livelihood, public 

services, and environmental problems? 
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Cultural   

variables 

文化因素 

----- Sense of freedom  

----- Sense of safety 

----- Historical legacy 

----- 对于自由的认知  

----- 安全认知    

----- 历史因素  

 

 

 

---- 您认为中国是自由的吗？比如可以自由

的讨论水污染事件？了解真实的水质信息？ 

 ---- 您对中国的公众安全和健康怎么看待，

比如健康的食物，饮水，您觉得这些会改善

吗？为什么 

---- 您怎么看待历史影响，比如层级制度和

阶级？您觉得这是一件好事情吗？为什么？

您觉得现在这种历史的因素在当下还有影响

吗？哪些方面呢？ 

---- What’s your opinion about freedom in China? For 

example, the right to know the water quality and 

management process and talking about the incidents 

like dead pigs?  

---- What’s your opinion about public safety in China, 

such as safe food, water and air? Do you believe it will 

get better and why? 

---- What’s your opinion about historical legacy, such 

as hierarchy? Do you think it is a good thing and why? 

What is the influence in current China in your opinion? 
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Appendix IV Interview questions for water managers 

（对管理者的采访问题） 

Number Questions 

1 您在这工作多长时间了？ How long have you been working here? 

2 在这个机构中您的工作是什么呢？ What is your role in this institution? 

3 您认为所在机构的职责是什么呢？在提供

饮用水这项公共服务中发挥着什么样的角

色？ 

Please describe the general responsibilities and the 

role of your institution in drinking water supply. 

4 请问您的单位最优先考虑的通常是什么？

上级政府为您的单位设定的目标是什么？

达不到目标的时候会怎样？会有什么惩处

吗？ 

What are your organisation’s priorities? What 

targets are set for it by higher level of government? 

What happens when your institution meet these 

targets? What happens when it cannot? 

5 您认为，对于饮用水供给来说，哪一个机

构或者部门的作用是最重要的？ 

In your opinion, which institution/department 

holds the most important responsibility for drinking 

water supply? 

6 您的机构是如何与其他的机构合作的？在

合作过程中您有没有觉得有什么冲突或者

不便？比如说共同点 价值标准或者优先

权方面？请举例？  

How do you work with other institutions? Do you 

perceive any conflict in priorities and values? What 

are them? 

7 您的机构通常是通过什么方式发布关于饮

用水供应或者水质的信息的呢？  

What ways (media) does your institution use to 

release information about water quality? 

8 您觉得在饮用水供给和管理的过程中有哪

些挑战？最困难的是什么？为什么呢？  

What challenges do you face in the drinking water 

supply work? 

9 您的单位是怎么应对这些困难和挑战的

呢？  

How do you cope with the challenges? 

10 关于水质方面您的单位有什么样的计划？  What plans related to drinking water quality does 

your organisation have for the future? 

11 在制定将来计划的时候，最主要的考虑，

参考和担忧是什么呢？ 

What are the main considerations and concerns 

when your organisation makes plans? 

12 您认为自来水是可以喝的吗？您会喝自来

水吗？经过处理吗？为什么呢？  

Do you think the tap water is drinkable? Do you 

drink it?  Before boiling? Why? 

13 居民的饮用水水质应该达到什么样的标准

呢？ 

In your opinion, what is the standard of tap water 

for residents supposed to be? 
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14 您认为公众信任政府或者您所在的机构能

提供安全的饮用水吗？ 

How do you think the public trust in the 

government/institutions involved in drinking water 

supply?  

15 您认为您的单位重视公众信任呢？为什

么？   

Is your institution concerned about public trust? 

Why do you say that? 

16 有采取过什么具体的措施体现这一点吗？

构建信任？比如媒体宣传或者其他？ 

Does it do anything to build trust, in which way? 

(media use or other measures) 
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Appendix V Summary of the interviewees from the semi-structured interview  

No. Districts Gender Age Education level Occupation Hukou1 Hukou2 Interview Date (2015) 

1 Baoshan F 25 Diploma  Seller  Non-Shanghai Rural 17/04 

2 Baoshan F 28 Master PhD student Shanghai Urban 24/03 

3 Baoshan M 20 High school Student  Non-Shanghai Urban 29/03 

4 Baoshan M 35 Bachelor   Civil servant Shanghai Urban 23/05 

5 Changning M 29 Master Engineer  Non-Shanghai N/A 22/05 

6 Changning M 57 Diploma  Retirement Shanghai Urban 19/05 

7 Changning M 59 Middle school Security guard Shanghai Urban 19/05 

8 Changning M 60 Middle school Retirement Shanghai Urban 12/05 

9 Changning M 60+ Bachelor    Retirement Shanghai Urban 17/05 

10 Fengxian F 29 Master SOE employee Shanghai Urban 3/07 

11 Fengxian F 29 Bachelor   Civil servant  Shanghai Urban 3/07 

12 Fengxian F 52 Primary school homemaker Non-Shanghai Rural 2/07 

13 Fengxian M 54 Primary school Security guard Shanghai Rural 2/07 

14 Hongkou F 25 Master Civil servant Shanghai Urban 20/04 

15 Hongkou F 48 Bachelor   Accountant  Shanghai Urban 23/05 

16 Hongkou M 30 PhD  SOE employee Shanghai Urban 29/05 

17 Hongkou M 50 Bachelor   Lawyer  Shanghai Urban 18/05 

18 Hongkou M 53 Bachelor   SOE employee Shanghai Urban 17/04 

19 Hongkou M 58 High school Real estate staff Shanghai Urban 16/04 

20 Hongkou M 64 High school Retirement Shanghai Urban 2/04 
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21 Huangpu F 27 Bachelor   Home maker Non-Shanghai Rural 3/06 

22 Huangpu F  75 Primary school Retirement Non-Shanghai Rural 3/06 

23 Huangpu M 64 Middle school Counsellor  Non-Shanghai Urban 28/05 

24 Jing’an F 65 N/A Retirement Non-Shanghai N/A 23/05 

25 Jing’an M 30 PhD Academia Shanghai Urban 23/04 

26 Jing’an M 60-70 High school- Retirement Shanghai Urban 23/05 

27 Jinshan F 23 Bachelor  Student  Shanghai collective registered 

residence 

15/07 

28 Jinshan F 74 Illiteracy  Part-time jobs Shanghai Rural  15/07 

29 Jinshan F 55-60 Primary school Homemaker  Shanghai Rural  15/07 

30 Jinshan M 35 Bachelor   Clerk  Non-Shanghai 
 

15/07 

31 Jinshan M 30 Middle school Businessman Non-Shanghai Rural  15/07 

32 Putuo F 47 Middle school Security guard Shanghai Urban 23/05 

33 Putuo M 24 Middle school Security guard Non-Shanghai Rural 28/04 

34 Putuo M 25 Master PhD student Non-Shanghai Rural 17/05 

35 Putuo M 28 Master Engineer  Shanghai Urban 6/05 

36 Putuo M 30 Master Engineer  Shanghai Urban 25/03 

37 Qingpu M 45 N/A Cook  Shanghai Urban  13/07 

38 Qingpu M 65 Primary school Security guard Shanghai Rural  13/07 

39 Songjiang  F 30 High school Seller  Non-Shanghai Rural 26/06 

40 Songjiang  M 69 Primary school Retirement Shanghai  Rural 26/06 

41 Songjiang  F 36 Bachelor  Teacher Shanghai Urban 19/06 

42 Songjiang  F 37 Master Teacher Shanghai Urban 19/06 

43 Songjiang  M 23 Bachelor  Teacher Shanghai Urban 19/06 



225 
 

44 Songjiang  M 28 Bachelor   Teacher Shanghai Urban 19/06 

45 Songjiang  M 29 Master Teacher Shanghai Urban 19/06 

46 Songjiang  M 37 Bachelor   Pharmaceutical staff  Shanghai Urban 26/06 

47 Songjiang  M 47 Middle school Security guard Shanghai Urban 19/06 

48 Xuhui F 28 Master N/A Shanghai Urban 19/05 

49 Xuhui F 29 Master Technical staff Non-Shanghai Urban 28/03 

50 Xuhui F 36 Diploma  homemaker Non-Shanghai Urban 8/04 

51 Xuhui F 38 Middle school Businessman Non-Shanghai Rural 8/04 

52 Xuhui M 28 Master Engineer  Shanghai Urban 28/04 

53 Xuhui M 50-60 N/A Swimming pool staff Shanghai Urban 22/04 

54 Yangpu F 55 High school Homemaker  Non-Shanghai Urban 16/04 

55 Yangpu F 80 Middle school Retirement Shanghai Urban 21/04 

56 Zhabei F 34 Middle school Seller  Non-Shanghai Rural 2/04 

57 Zhabei F 34 Middle school Seller Non-Shanghai Rural 29/04 

58 Zhabei F 46 Diploma  Clerk  Non-Shanghai Urban 8/04 

59 Zhabei M 30 Master Engineer  Shanghai Urban 15/04 

60 Zhabei M 55 High school Retired from SOEs Shanghai Urban 15/04 

61 Zhabei M 59 Middle school Retirement Shanghai Urban 10/04 

62 Zhabei M 60 Middle school Salesman  Non-Shanghai Urban 2/04 

63 Zhabei M 82 Primary school Retirement Shanghai Urban 31/03 

64 Zhabei M 35-45 > High school Taxi driver Shanghai Urban 13/05 
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Appendix VI Description of demographic characteristics of interviewees from the semi-

structured interview 

Category Number Percentage (%) 

Gender    

    Female  26 40.6 

    Male 38 59.4 

Total 64 100 

Age   

    18-29 17 26.6 

    30-39 16 25.0 

    40-49 5 7.8 

    50-59 12 18.8 

    60-69 10 15.6 

    70-90 4 6.3 

Total 64 100 

Educational level   

    <primary 8 12.5 

    junior high 13 20.3 

    high school/technical school 7 10.9 

    diploma  4 6.3 

    bachelor  13 20.3 

    master or above 14 21.9 

    Unassigned 5 7.8 

Total  64 100 

Hukou status    

    Shanghai 43 67.2 

    Non-Shanghai 21 32.8 

Total 64 100 

    Urban 44 68.7 

    Rural 17 26.6 

    unassigned 3 4.7 

Total 64 100 

Ownership of residential property   

    rent a dwelling 17 26.6 

    own a dwelling 39 60.9 

    workplace provided 5 7.8 
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    University dormitory 3 4.7 

Total 64 100 

Family annual income   

    ＜10 19 29.7 

    10-20 23 35.9 

    20-30 3 4.7 

    30-40 0 0.0 

    40+ 4 6.3 

    unassigned 15 23.4 

Total 64 100.0 

Districts   

    Putuo 5 7.8 

    Hongkou  7 10.9 

    Zhabei  9 14.1 

    Baoshan  4 6.3 

    Yangpu  2 3.1 

    Xuhui  6 9.4 

    Changing  5 7.8 

    Jing’an  3 4.7 

    Huangpu  3 4.7 

    Songjiang 9 14.1 

    Fengxian 3 4.7 

    Qingpu 3 4.7 

    Jinshan 5 7.8 

Total 64 100.0 
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Appendix VII China’s surface water quality grading system  

Category  Description and designated use(s) 

1 Source regions; national natural protected areas 

2 Drinking Water Grade 1; ecological needs 

3 Drinking Water Grade 2; ecological needs 

4 Industrial water, not fit for direct human contact 

5 Agricultural water; ‘landscape’ use 

＞5 Worst quality, not suited even for agriculture 

Source: Ministry of Environmental Protection of PRC (2002).
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