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Abstract

Nongovernmental stakeholders are sometimes able to change policy 
outcomes under certain conditions in environmental con�icts in China, 
a circumstance contradictory to the theory of the policy process in 
authoritarian regimes that we describe as conditional government 
responsiveness. By applying qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), 
this article suggests stakeholders can use the same mechanisms to signal 
their preferences as in democracy. Nevertheless, as government 
accountability is upward under China’s regional decentralized authori-
tarian (RDA) regime, policy change as a kind of government respon-
siveness is conditional, which distinguishes China from a democracy or 
a typical politically closed authoritarian state.

�e theory of political survival suggests that the fundamental reason 
authoritarian regimes tend to respond less to social preferences in 
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comparison to democracies is because political leaders in the former rely 
only on a small group of elites to remain in power, while in the latter a 
ruling party should receive support from no less than half of the voters. 
�e policy process in authoritarian regimes is thus more exclusive than 
in democratic settings.1 From this point of view, China appears to be a 
puzzle. On the one hand, corresponding with Nathan’s argument, “overly 
centralized policy making” is an institutional defect in authoritarianism;2 
China’s policy process in general remains a game of elites. On the other 
hand, government responsiveness in China is substantial; the perfor-
mance is impressive even when compared with some democracies.3 
China’s government responsiveness is best described as a conditional 
responsiveness, standing between the circumstances outlined in the liter-
atures in authoritarian and democratic regimes. 

�e dominant paradigm in China’s policy process, known as frag-
mented authoritarianism (FA), cannot well explain the phenomenon of 
conditional government responsiveness, while the e�orts to adapt recent 
changes in China’s policy process su�er shortcomings in methodology. 
�e purposes of this article are both explanatory and exploratory. First, 
conditional government responsiveness is considered as an outcome 
jointly determined by a set of conditions in qualitative comparative 
analysis (QCA)—this methodology would help us understand why two 
very similar environmental conflicts would have different policy 
outcomes, a question not well addressed in previous studies. �e second 
purpose is to understand the uniqueness of China’s policy process by 
comparing the mechanisms we found in QCA with those derived from 
the democratic system as a benchmark. 

In summary, at least in the environmental con�ict cases examined in 
this article, we found the mechanisms by which stakeholders in�uence 
government decisions are identical to those used in democratic regimes. 
However, these mechanisms are not institutionalized, generating two 
features distinguishing China’s policy-making process from that in 
democracy. First, when stakeholders decide to take action to defend their 
interests, each environmental conflict is unique because there is no 
standard procedure in political participation for them to follow. Second, 
only those stakeholders in environmental con�icts who can signal their 
preferences strongly enough to trigger a “�re alarm” (e.g., launch a large-
scale environmental protest) are e�ective. �en, a concern about regime 
instability prompts the local government to address social discontent. 
Below, we �rst brie�y review previous studies on China’s policy process. 
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We then discuss the research design, paying speci�c attention to the 
appropriateness of QCA. Finally, we compare the idea of conditional 
government responsiveness derived from the case of China with policy 
change in democracy, before reaching the conclusion. 

1. Policy Making in China and Conditional Government 
Responsiveness

�e understanding of China’s policy process a�er the market reform is 
largely based on the FA model developed by Lieberthal and Oksenberg, 
constructed of three closely related components:4 (1) a fragmented struc-
ture of authority, (2) consensus building, and (3) a di�use policy process. 
For the FA model, the policy process since the Deng era is no longer 
determined by the will of a few top party leaders; rather, the central 
power structure has become fragmented. Because bureaucracies from 
various disciplines now have a say, policy must be made based on multi-
party negotiations to balance the con�icts from contradictory opinions 
and interests. �e process is known as consensus building and is usually 
very time-consuming. Although the FA model recognized China as devi-
ating from the “one man rule,” the policy process continues to be consid-
ered an elite game in which ordinary people carry no weight.5 This 
assumption nevertheless contradicts empirical evidence, as an increasing 
number of cases (especially in environmental con�icts) are observed in 
which nongovernmental stakeholders can challenge government deci-
sions under certain circumstances. �e FA model leaves no room for 
conditional government responsiveness.

Two e�orts have been made to adapt to recent changes in China’s 
policy making process. The first stream of studies focuses on actors 
outside the government. Students of Chinese politics are interested in 
who they are and why their opinions matter in government decisions. 
For example, Zhu’s studies on think tanks greatly pushed forward under-
standings on how expert involvement takes place in China,6 while Zhang 
made a relatively conservative judgment on nongovernmental organiza-
tions’ (NGOs) capability in policy advocacy and suggested China would 
continuously follow the corporatist model instead of the pluralist model.7 
Regarding to the realm of environmental policy, Mertha, in his detailed 
case study of the Nu River (怒江) Dam projects, showed that the FA 
model was updated to a 2.0 version by introducing the concept of policy 
entrepreneur from the mainstream public policy literature, and he further 
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argued that “the rules of the policy-making process are still captured by 
the fragmented authoritarianism framework, but the process has become 
increasingly pluralized.”8 Teets’s recent study explained how environ-
mental NGOs used the policy network in policy advocacy.9 Although 
lacking means such as election or a standard public participation proce-
dure allowing people to show their preferences, any NGOs that intend to 
obtain legal status in China must have a supervisory agency, which is 
usually the public sector. �e original intention of such regulation was to 
control NGOs’ autonomy, but this institutional setting generated some 
unintended consequences: it opened the door for NGOs to reach the 
government. NGOs were then able to transfer their ideas and knowledge 
to their supervisory agencies and further to other policy makers through 
the agencies’ personal connection networks. Moreover, if policy makers 
need these ideas and knowledge, or if they match the policy makers’ pref-
erences, policy changes can be induced. Protest appears as an alternative 
mechanism. As observed by Cai, the local government would make a 
concession, such as setting aside a controversial government policy when 
the number of protesters is su�ciently large.10 Yang even claimed that 
environmental protest has a greater chance of achieving a protest 
outcome in comparison to other issues.11 Although �ndings are inspiring, 
most studies in this stream draw conclusions from a single positive case, 
or multiple cases are applied but the analysis is not based on con�gura-
tional thinking, which according to Ragin can be described as “combina-
tions of causes dovetails with a focus on ‘how’ things happen,” an 
epistemology derived from INUS theory.12 �ey are unable to explain 
cases sharing similar features with the positive case but with a negative 
outcome. For example, why do two cases both involve social protest but 
have di�erent policy outcomes? �e above scenario is not an assumption, 
but a situation frequently observed in reality. 

�e second stream of studies considered the same question in a 
di�erent manner: they regarded the government, not outside actors, as 
the main reason for policy change. In general, this stream of studies 
described the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as consultative authori-
tarianism and argued that, as Chinese society diversifies, the party 
knows it needs to adapt to such changes with a more open policy-
making process. Various experiments in public opinion input, such as 
public hearings, participatory budgeting, and even popular elections of 
village leaders at the local level, have been made in the past decade: “�ey 
represent different ways of channeling public opinion and political 
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energy into the political decision-making process without abandoning 
the principle of the CCP’s monopoly on political power.”13 Empirical 
evidence suggests that “give people a voice” can improve satisfaction 
with the regime and feelings of government responsiveness, although 
limited to less educated and politically excluded citizens.14 But these 
public opinion input mechanisms do not receive institutionalization, 
which deviates them from normal practice in local policy making, as 
seen in many environmental con�icts in China. A more common case is 
the government making decisions secretly but quickly receiving 
pushback from stakeholders because of a fear of health hazards in the 
form of protests a�er exposure by the media;15 and in some cases, the 
policy outcome was changed. �e idea of consultative authoritarianism 
is not helpful in explaining why environmental con�icts succeed or fail 
to induce policy change because conceptually they are two di�erent 
types of policy making.

Previous studies of China’s policy process have suggested that a 
di�erent interpretation on policy change should be applied according to 
China’s authoritarian settings. Policy change happens when the status 
quo of a policy subsystem is broken; the policy subsystem will be stable 
again when a new power equilibrium is reached between di�erent stake-
holders.16 �e magnitude of policy change according to Baumgartner 
and Jones is a process of “punctuated equilibrium.”17 As “a key charac-
teristic of democracy is the continued responsiveness of the government 
to the preferences of the people,”18 policy change has a close relationship 
with government responsiveness in democracy. On one hand, stake-
holders can show their preferences in institutional channels (e.g., voting, 
deliberation, and demonstration); on the other hand, any ruling parties 
will likely lose reelection if they continuously turn a blind eye to public 
opinion.19 We can observe that local governments sometimes need to 
make compromises when social grievances are high in environmental 
con�icts in order to protect regime legitimacy. Authoritarian settings 
institutionally prevent nongovernmental stakeholders from shaping the 
rules of the game in policy making. Policy change thus means something 
di�erent in China; it is not law-based competition open to all stake-
holders to achieve a new power equilibrium but closer to what Heilmann 
and Perry described as government strategic adaptation to overcoming 
difficulties in the status quo;20 we conceptualize this type of policy 
change as conditional government responsiveness that is sensitive to 
social preferences, but responsiveness is not rule bound and subject to 
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discretion in this article. In short, conditional government responsive-
ness depends on two interrelated processes. First, market reform opens 
the space for di�erent social sectors in China to voice their preferences 
despite institutional constraints. And if the signals are strong enough, 
local government would notice even institutional participation is absent 
in the policy process. �e QCA method used in this article helps us to 
�nd out under which set of conditions conditional government respon-
siveness is more likely to happen. �e second process is a temporal 
response from local government as described in studies of contentious 
politics in China—it needs to decide whether concessions should be 
made in environmental con�icts.

2. Research Design

�e analysis is based on 25 environmental con�icts occurring between 
2003 and 2015 in China collected from media reports. We focus on 
policy changes in environmental conflicts they represent a relatively 
transparent policy realm in comparison with others (e.g., foreign policy 
or economic policy). As environmental protests and policy advocacy 
have been ongoing in recent years, we have a better opportunity to 
observe the interaction between the local government and nongovern-
mental actors in environmental con�icts. �e number of environmental 
con�icts is certainly much greater than those contained in our dataset. 
Nevertheless, most cases in media reports lack detail and contain only 
location and time. We can hardly know the outcome, let alone trace the 
whole process to understand how the incidents began and ended. A�er 
careful examination, we maintained the 25 cases with detailed informa-
tion that include some well-known environmental con�icts such as Nu 
River (怒江) and the Anti-P-Xylene (PX) Protest in Xiamen (厦門) as 
well as cases with similar features but di�erent outcomes. Because QCA 
follows the same logic as in the most similar design in causal inference,21 
even if the cases in our dataset are not representative, they are especially 
suitable for answering the research questions raised in the introduction. 
In summary, 14 of 25 cases are caused by resistance to either a PX 
chemical plant or a waste incineration plant. �ey refer to the two most 
common types of environmental conflicts in China, and nongovern-
mental stakeholders succeeded in changing government decisions in 16 
of the 25 cases. 
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Table 1: Case Summary

Case Outcome Type

Qidong (啓東 ) Success Other

Jiangmen (江門 ) Success Other

Ningbo (寧波 ) Success PX

Panyu (番禺 ) Success WI

Hangzhou (杭州 ) Success WI

Jinshan (金山 ) Success PX

Shifang (什坊 ) Success Other

Binhai (濱海 ) Success Other

Xiamen (厦門 ) Success PX

Nu River (怒江 ) Success Other

Liulitun (六里屯 ) Success WI

Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ) Success WI

Nangong (南宮 ) Success WI

Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ) Success WI

Xiaonanhai (小南海 ) Success Other

Pingjiang (彭州 ) Success Other

Shangrao (上饒 ) Fail Other

LCD (深圳LCD) Fail Other

Dalin (大連 ) Fail PX

Anning (安寧 ) Fail PX

Maoming (茂名 ) Fail PX

Putian (莆田 ) Fail Other

Heyuan (河源 ) Fail Other

Pengzhou (平江 ) Fail PX

Bolu (博羅 ) Fail WI

Note: “PX” refers to a p-Xylene chemical plant. “WI” refers to a waste incineration plant. Cases 
are named for the locations where the environmental con�icts occur—except for Asuwei, 
Liulitun, Nangong, Jinshan, Binhai, LCD, and Xiaonanhai, which are named for the 
program there. “Other” in project type includes nuclear power, thermal power, hydropower, 
etc.

Source: Author.

�e technique we used for the analysis is QCA, whose methodolog-
ical foundation in casual inference is based on INUS theory. In INUS 
theory, if a condition is among those causing an outcome, it is known as 
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an INUS condition which is “an insu�cient but necessary part of a 
condition which is itself unnecessary but su�cient for an outcome.”22 A 
widely used example to illustrate the above idea is the relationship 
between a short circuit and a �re. Suppose a short circuit was found as 
the cause of a �re. Can we say the short circuit is a necessary condition 
or su�cient condition for the �re? �e answer is no because a short 
circuit can be replaced by other sources such as a gas leak. Even if a 
short circuit occurs, a �re would not break out if sprinklers were present 
or if �ammable material were not in the area. A short circuit therefore is 
neither a necessary condition nor a su�cient condition but an indis-
pensable part of the cause. �e goal of QCA is “to identify such causal 
paths, that is, groupings of conditions or events that are difference 
makers to an outcome.”23 

QCA is appropriate for the purposes of this article for two reasons. 
First, our cases form a small-N dataset. Regression is unsuitable because 
case numbers are below the normal threshold (more than 30 observations) 
found in quantitative analysis, which would likely cause biases in the esti-
mation. Moreover, a qualitative method has advantages in identifying the 
mechanism behind a social phenomenon in comparison with quantitative 
method.24 Second, as the mechanism by which nongovernmental stake-
holders can change policy outcome in China remains no consensus, it is 
arbitrary to claim that the happening of conditional government respon-
siveness is determined by a single factor or a single mechanism. QCA is a 
suitable method for revealing alternative mechanisms. 

Finally, we provide di�erent QCA results even though our dataset 
more or less overlaps with cases used in some previous studies that also 
applied QCA to study policy change in environmental con�icts; we either 
include an extra mechanism or have a di�erent understanding of the 
meaning of policy change. For example, a shortcoming in the recent 
research of Li et al. is that they regarded protest as the only mechanism 
for triggering policy change in environmental con�icts, but this consider-
ation is incomplete because empirical cases have illustrated the impor-
tance of policy entrepreneurs.25 By contrast, Tang includes both protest 
and policy advocacy as mechanisms, but here policy change has a 
di�erent meaning and is not equal to a change in a government decision 
on a speci�c project (which is the common practice in coding positive 
outcome in environmental con�icts) but refers to a long-term and insti-
tutionalized adjustment in the policy process.26 A protest or policy 
advocacy can fail to stop an environmental pollution project but can still 
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successfully induce institutional change. �is di�erentiation in outcomes 
is somewhat problematic. Because in China the local government has 
discretion in law implementation, an existing institution does not imply a 
credible commitment. For example, theoretically, public participation is 
necessary before launching a project, according to the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) law.27 In her study, Tang argued that a case 
drawn from Shanghai in 2007 generated a policy change in local “Opinion 
on EIA Public Participation (Trial) and three other notices concerning 
EIA management.”28 Ironically, in the Jinshan (金山) case also drawn 
from Shanghai in 2015 in our dataset, public participation was o�ered 
only a�er an anti-PX protest broke out.29 We chose to follow the common 
practice in most of the existing literature regarding if the government 
revises its decision on a speci�c project as observing conditional govern-
ment responsiveness happened, rather than focus on long-term institu-
tional development to avoid generating unreliable interpretation.

3. Defining the Outcome and Conditions in Environmental 
Conflicts

�e �rst step in QCA is to set up a truth table. A truth table is a description 
of the combinations of conditions, known as con�gurations. �e number of 
con�gurations is the number of conditions considered, with 2 as the base. 
�e rule for determining the number of conditions is the same as in a 
normal case study: increase the power of explanation as much as possible 
while maintaining a succinct explanation. To maintain a parsimonious and 
easily interpretable con�guration, we include only four conditions (the scale 
of the social protest, the involvement of policy advocacy, the local economic 
condition, and the location of the environmental con�ict) in the analysis in 
this article, so theoretically we have 24 con�gurations. �e reasons for the 
selection are outlined before moving to the calibration in coding.30 

Because social protest and policy advocacy are the two essential mech-
anisms triggering policy change in China, they must be included. Previous 
studies also have included the form of protest (e.g., whether it involves 
violence). We do not because violence in environmental protests is 
uncommon; the power of a protest is likely determined not by the extent of 
violence but by the number of participants.31 Project stage and the position 
of the central government are two conditions commonly added to the 
analysis. We agree with previous studies that these conditions place 
constraints on a response from the local government. But they can be 
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replaced by alternative conditions measuring the same content with less 
ambiguity. Project stage intends to measure the cost for a local government 
if the project is cancelled or suspended. When the project is in an earlier 
stage, the cost is less. However, not all projects are pro�table, nor can they 
generate substantial tax revenue. A waste incineration plant, for example, is 
closer to a public good. �e local government is more likely to make a 
decision based on an evaluation of the whole local economic condition 
rather than on a single project. �e position of the central government, on 
the other hand, is measured by whether party-a�liated national media 
such as People’s Daily, China Central Television, and Xinhua News Agency 
posted a position from central-level bureaucracies, which is a proxy for 
government accountability under the cadre evaluation system. As an essen-
tial function of media in China is to act as a �re alarm, a message from 
party-a�liated national media therefore means the central government has 
noticed the incident; this situation would generate pressure on the local 
government to take action to settle the con�ict quickly.32 Nevertheless, only 
a very few high-pro�le cases receive reports from central-level media. In 
most circumstances, the center’s position cannot provide a reference point. 
Pressure more frequently comes from the upper-level government, not the 
center, if an environmental con�ict gains attention. �e location where the 
environmental con�ict happened thus is a better alternative.

Table 2: Summary of Condition Calibration

Indicator Case Score

Outcome

Project cancellation, 
relocation or delay

Qidong (啓東 ), Jiangmen (江門 ), Ningbo (寧波 ), Panyu 
(番禺 ), Hangzhou (杭州 ), Jinshan (金山 ), Shifang (什坊 ), 
Binhai (濱海 ), Xiamen (厦門 ), Nu River (怒江 ), Liulitun 
(六里屯 ), Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ), Nangong (南宮 ), 
Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai (小南海 ), Pingjiang 
(彭州 )

1

Project moving 
forward

Dalin (大連 ), Anning (安寧 ), Maoming (茂名 ), Putian (莆
田 ), Heyuan (河源 ), Pengzhou (平江 ), Bolu (博羅 ), 
Shangrao (上饒 ), LCD (深圳LCD)

0

Scale of protest

500 or above 
participants

Dalin (大連 ), Qidong (啓東 ), Jiangmen (江門 ), Anning (安
寧 ), Maoming (茂名 ), Ningbo (寧波 ), Putian (莆田 ), 
Heyuan (河源 ), Panyu (番禺 ), Hangzhou (杭州 ), Jinshan 
(金山 ), Shifang (什坊 ), Xiamen (厦門 ), Bolu (博羅 ), 
Pingjiang (彭州 ), Shangrao (上饒 )

1

No protest or protest 
below 500 participants

Binhai (濱海 ), Pengzhou (平江 ), Nu River (怒江 ), Liulitun 
(六里屯 ), Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ), Nangong (南宮 ), 
Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai (小南海 ), LCD (深圳
LCD)

0
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Indicator Case Score

Involvement of 
policy advocacy

Environmental NGO, 
scholar, lawyer or other 
professional involved 
in policy advocacy

Anning (安寧 ), Binhai (濱海 ), Xiamen (厦門 ), Nu River 
(怒江 ), Liulitun (六里屯 ), Nangong (南宮 ), Qinhuangdao 
(秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai (小南海 )

1

No policy advocacy

Dalin (大連 ), Qidong (啓東 ), Jiangmen (江門 ), Anning (安
寧), Maoming (茂名), Ningbo (寧波), Putian (莆田), Heyuan 
(河源 ), Panyu (番禺 ), Hangzhou (杭州 ), Jinshan (金山 ), 
Shifang (什坊 ), Pengzhou (平江 ), Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ), Bolu (博
羅 ), Pingjiang (彭州 ), Shangrao (上饒 ), LCD (深圳LCD)

0

Location where 
the 
environmental 
con�icts 
occurred 

Prefecture or above

Dalin (大連 ), Jiangmen (江門 ), Anning (安寧 ), Maoming 
(茂名 ), Ningbo (寧波 ), Heyuan (河源 ), Panyu (番禺 ), 
Hangzhou (杭州 ), Jinshan (金山 ), Binhai (濱海 ), Xiamen 
(厦門 ), Nu River (怒江 ), Pengzhou (平江 ), Asuwei (阿蘇
衛 ), Nangong (南宮 ), Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai 
(小南海 ), Bolu (博羅 ), LCD (深圳LCD)

1

County or below Qidong (啓東 ), Putian (莆田 ), Shifang (什坊 ), Pingjiang 
(彭州 ), Shangrao (上饒 ) 0

Local economic 
condition

Slower than the 
provincial (national) 
�ve-year average 
economic growth

Jiangmen (江門 ), Panyu (番禺 ), Jinshan (金山 ), Shifang 
(什坊 ), Pengzhou (平江 ), Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ), Nangong (南
宮 ), Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai (小南海 )

1

Faster than the 
provincial (national) 
�ve-year average 
economic growth

Dalin (大連 ), Qidong (啓東 ), Anning (安寧 ), Maoming 
(茂名 ), Ningbo (寧波 ), Putian (莆田 ), Heyuan (河源 ), 
Hangzhou (杭州 ), Binhai (濱海 ), Xiamen (厦門 ), Nu River 
(怒江 ), Liulitun (六里屯 ), Bolu (博羅 ), Pingjiang (彭州 ), 
Shangrao (上饒 ), LCD (深圳LCD)

0

Source: Author.

Table 3: QCA Truth Table

Outcome PROF PROT ECO ADMIN Case

1 0 1 1 1 Jiangmen (江門 ), Panyu (番禺 ), Jinshan (金山 )

1 0 1 0 0 Qidong (啓東 ), Pingjiang (彭州 )

1 0 1 0 1 Ningbo (寧波 ), Hangzhou (杭州 )

1 0 1 1 0 Shifang (什坊 )

1 1 0 0 1 Binhai (濱海 ), Nu River (怒江 ), Liulitun (六里屯 )

1 1 1 0 1 Xiamen (厦門 )

1 0 0 1 1 Asuwei (阿蘇衛 )

1 1 0 1 1 Nangong (南宮 ), Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonanhai (小南海 )

0 0 1 0 1 Dalin (大連 ), Maoming (茂名 ), Heyuan (河源 ), Bolu (博羅 )

0 1 1 0 1 Anning (安寧 )

0 0 0 1 1 Pengzhou (平江 )

0 0 1 0 0 Putian (莆田 ), Shangrao (上饒 )

0 0 0 0 1 LCD (深圳LCD)

Source: Author.
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a. Outcome: Conditional Government Responsiveness

We score projects as 1 if any cancellation, relocation, or delay is caused 
by environmental con�icts, and 0 if the project follows its original plan. 
�eoretically, the authoritarian setting allows the local government to 
make decisions in a despotic manner without listening to public opinion. 
The above circumstances can be considered the policy outcome is 
changed because the government’s agenda is more or less in�uenced by 
other actors.

b. Condition 1: Involvement of Policy Advocacy (PROF)

Autonomous NGOs not only are the foundation of a civil society but also 
frequently act as policy entrepreneurs in democracies.33 NGOs can serve 
the same function in China, although they suffer from various 
constraints. For example, several cases in our dataset involve a social 
organization called Friends of Nature, which was the �rst environmental 
NGO in China. Because its �rst president, Liang Congjie, was a member 
of the National Political Consultative Conference (NPCC), it has a unique 
connection to the state, allowing it to become an active and in�uential 
policy entrepreneur. Policy advocacy can also come from professionals, 
such as scholars, lawyers, or members of the People’s Congress / Political 
Consultative Conference, at various administrative levels. �e scienti�c 
knowledge and professional training they have enable them to rede�ne 
the understanding of a particular policy issue and further change policy 
outcomes by in�uencing public opinion.34 �e condition scores 1 if any 
environmental NGOs or professionals who express a di�erent opinion 
with the local government are involved, 0 otherwise.

c. Condition 2: The Scale of Protest (PROT)

Shi once concluded “participation in China di�ers from that in many 
other societies in the stage of the decision-making process at which 
people assert their in�uence. While people in most other societies seek to 
in�uence government policy formation, people in urban China concen-
trate on in�uencing the way government policy is implemented.”35 In the 
case of an environmental con�ict, protest then becomes a kind of ex-post 
remedy for an undesirable policy driven by the strong concern that 
personal health may be harmed by an ongoing industrial project. Studies 
in contentious politics in China agree that the leverage of protest depends 
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on the number of participants. We score 1 if a protest has 500 or more 
participants, as this number is the threshold set by the Ministry of Public 
Security in de�ning a “large scale mass incident.”36 When a protest is 
larger, it generates more pressure, and the government is more likely to 
make a concession. 

d. Condition 3: Location of the Environmental Conflict (Admin)

Location matters because it in�uences the likelihood of the incident 
catching the media’s attention. �e administrative level in China is a 
proxy referring to the relative importance of a city. �e media have 
more interest in an environmental con�ict in a prefecture-level city or 
above than in a county-level city, leading municipal-level local o�cials 
to be more likely to su�er pressure in environmental con�icts, forcing 
them to respond to public discontent. For example, the case of the 
Asuwei (阿蘇衛) waste incineration plant is a well-known environmental 
con�ict occurring in Beijing in 2009. Objections mainly came from resi-
dents who lived around the project, and they launched a demonstration. 
However, the protest was small and peaceful, with approximately 100 
participants. Such a small-scale protest nevertheless caught the media’s 
attention and later received a response from the Beijing government 
promptly, �nally delaying the project for more than three years. We 
score 1 if the environmental con�ict occurred at the municipal level or 
above, 0 otherwise.37 

e. Condition 4: Local Economic Condition (ECO)

The local economic condition is measured by 5-year average local 
economic growth to balance the economic cycle with the 5-year average 
provincial economic growth as a benchmark.38 It scores 1 in cases in 
which local economic growth is slower than provincial growth, and faster 
cases are scored as 0.

4. QCA Minimization

An analysis of necessity would be involved before minimization. �e 
purpose of a necessity analysis is to make sure the necessary conditions 
are included in the con�guration. Table 4 suggests none of the conditions 
are necessary, with a consistency of 1. �e consistencies in the scale of 
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protest and policy advocacy are 0.56 and 0.5, respectively. �is result 
means neither of the above conditions can trigger conditional govern-
ment responsiveness alone. However, only one positive cases in the 
dataset does not involve any large-scale social protest or policy advocacy, 
so the above two conditions are actually INUS conditions. 

�e �nal step of QCA is minimization, a procedure in which inter-
pretation of the truth table is simpli�ed through a “pairwise comparison 
of con�gurations from the truth table that agree on the outcome and 
differ in only one of the causal conditions.”39 The fs/QCA software 
provides three procedural solutions in minimization: parsimonious, 
intermediate, and conservative. �e di�erence among the three solutions 
is whether to use the logical reminder, which is theoretically existing 
con�gurations not re�ected in the empirical dataset. �e parsimonious 
solution provides the simplest model by using all logical reminders but 
may provide an unrealistic result, while the intermediate solution is tradi-
tionally recommended as it allows the researcher to selectively use logical 
reminders with theoretical knowledge as the benchmark.40 Here we 
follow the practice applied in previous studies of using conservative 
solution involving no logical reminders because “the intermediate 
solution makes the distinction between theory and the empirical analysis 
unclear” (the intermediate solution is provided for reference in Appendix 
A).41

�e conservative solution in Table 5 has two paths, which means two 
con�gurations can trigger policy change. �ese con�gurations explain 
approximately 70 percent (11 of 16) of the positive cases, as suggested by 
the solution coverage (0.68). 

Table 4: Necessary Condition Analysis on Policy Change in Environmental Conflicts

Conditions Consistency Coverage

PROF 0.5 0.88

~PROF 0.5 0.5

PROT 0.56 0.56

~PROT 0.43 0.77

ECO 0.5 0.88

~ECO 0.5 0.5

ADMIN 0.81 0.68

~ADMIN 0.18 0.5

Source: Author.
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Table 5: Conservative Solution on Policy Change in Environmental Conflicts

Solution PROF*~PROT*ADMIN ~PROF*PROT*ECO

Case

Binhai (濱海 ), Nu River (怒江 ), Liulitun 
(六里屯 ), Asuwei (阿蘇衛 ), Nangong 
(南宮 ), Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), 
Xiaonohai

Jiangmen (江門 ), Panyu 
(番禺 ), Jinshan (金山 ), 
Shifang (什坊 )

Raw coverage 0.43 0.25

Unique coverage 0.43 0.25

Solution coverage 0.68

Solution consistency 1

Source: Author.

a. Path 1: PROF*~PROT*ADMIN

Because environmental conflicts seldom involve protest and policy 
advocacy at the same time as shown in Table 3, Path 1 can be simpli�ed 
as policy change occurring when an environmental con�ict occurs at 
least at the prefecture-level with the presence of policy advocacy. A 
classic case of this path is Nu River (怒江) in 2003, which has already 
been widely studied. �e Nu River (怒江) is one of two undammed rivers 
in China located in the Yunnan province. In 1999, the National Develop-
ment and Reform Commission (NDRC) launched its proposal of the Nu 
River (怒江) Dam project based on its assessment of the energy situation 
in China. �e design from the Water Resources Hydropower Planning (安
寧) Institute was for two reservoirs and thirteen dams. �e proposal was 
approved by the NDRC on 14 August 2003, just two weeks before the 
EIA was enacted on 1 September. Opposition to the dam project �rst 
came from He Daming, a river expert at Yunnan University, when he 
attended an internal discussion, the “Nu River (怒江) Valley Hydropower 
Development and Ecological Environmental Protection Issue Expert 
Forum,” organized by the State Environmental Protection Administration 
(SPEA) in Beijing in early September.42 However, the dam project did not 
attract widespread public attention and support until the second meeting 
of the China Environment and Culture Promotion Society on 25 October, 
when an environmental NGO called Green Earth Volunteers submitted a 
petition signed by 62 scientists, artists, journalists, and environmentalists. 
�e SPEA also has an interest of its own in the dam project. According to 
Mertha, Mu Guangfeng, vice director of the Environmental Impact 
Assessment O�ce and director of SPEA’s Supervision Department, was 
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not satisfied with the speedy approval of the dam project from the 
NDRC, which was obviously a strategy to avoid EIA regulation.43 Mu’s 
opposition further triggered potential counterviews within the bureau-
cratic system (e.g., members of the National People’s Congress). As the 
result, former premier Wen Jiabao, in a statement issued on 18 February 
2004 on the dam project, wrote that “such a large hydropower station 
project that draws high social attention and has environmental contro-
versy should be cautiously studied and scienti�cally decided.” �e dam 
project was suspended.

b. Path 2: ~PROF*PROT*ECO

For the same reason described previously, Path 2 can be simpli�ed as 
policy change occurs with the presence of 500 or more participants in a 
social protest and a below provincial (national) average local economic 
condition. �e path is easy to interpret. Because social stability mainte-
nance and economic development are two priority items in the cadre 
evaluation system in China, large-scale protest is always forceful.44 An 
even worse circumstance is a large-scale protest accompanied with 
lagging local economic growth as this combination would likely signi�-
cantly decrease the chance of promotion for a local o�cial. As a result, 
the cases in Path 2 tend to receive prompt concession from the local 
government. For example, in the case of Jiangmen (江門), a relatively less 
developed municipal-level city in the Pearl River Delta, the environ-
mental con�ict originated from a gazette posting on the local govern-
ment website on 3 June 2013. According to the gazette, residents could 
express their opinions about a planned nuclear material factory (previously 
unknown by the public) located in Heshan (a county-level city in 
Jiangmen) within 10 days. �e nontransparent policy-making process, 
combined with anxiety about the facility’s safety, triggered nearly 1,000 
residents protesting on 12 June outside the municipal government 
building to re�ect their dissatisfaction with the government’s decision.45 
As a response to the protest, the Jiangmen (江門) government announced 
the same day that public consultation would be extended to 23 June. 
However, local residents were not appeased and intended to organize 
another protest the following day. On the morning of 13 June, before the 
protest began, the vice mayor suddenly came to the gathering place and 
declared a revocation of the project.46
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c. Further Interpretations of the QCA Results

�e two paths above are helpful in remedying some shortcomings found 
in previous studies that do not apply con�gurational thinking in analysis 
that restricts their explanatory power on circumstances where two similar 
cases with di�erent outcomes. Regarding to our dataset, for example, the 
cases of Jiangmen (江門 ) and Pengzhou (平江 ) both involved protest at 
the prefecture level, so why did the former succeed and the latter fail? 
The QCA results indicate the answer is because the protest scale in 
Pengzhou (平江 ) was not su�ciently forceful (fewer than 500 partici-
pants). However, as Table 4 illustrated, large-scale protest alone is neither 
a necessary nor a su�cient condition in policy change. �e case of Bolu (博
羅), for example, did not receive a government concession, even though a 
large-scale protest was involved. If, in comparison with the case of 
Jiangmen (江門), the main di�erence is Bolu’s (博羅) relatively good local 
economic condition, the latter fails to satisfy the con�guration outlined 
in Path 1. �ese �ndings repeatedly demonstrate that no single cause on 
conditional government responsiveness; and configurational thinking 
enjoys extra advantages in revealing the set of conditions behind. Never-
theless, the two paths we found cannot explain all cases in the dataset. 
�e cases of Xiamen (厦門) and Anning (安寧) are similar in the presence 
of policy advocacy, large-scale protest, and local economic condition, but 
policy outcome changed only in the former case. �is divergent outcome 
must be generated by conditions not included in the con�guration. For 
example, if the project investor involved a state-owned enterprise (SOE), 
the local government would �nd it more di�cult to make any revisions 
without compromise with such powerful interest group.47 As alternative 
conditions always exist, a trade-o� must be made. We want the con�gu-
rations to have more explanatory power but to remain as simple as 
possible, as described previously. Perhaps more importantly, we want to 
discuss the logic behind conditional government responsiveness in China 
triggering policy change based on the QCA results. For this purpose, we 
think our QCA results are suitable.

5. Robustness Check

�e dataset used in this article covers a relative long time span. One may 
ask whether the succession of leadership post challenges on our �ndings 
because leadership replacement in China usually accompanies with 



206 Meng U Ieong and Yipin Wu

ideology change or policy focuses on the government agenda. To address 
this concern, we use the 10 environmental con�icts happened in the 
Hu-Wen era as subset in robustness check. As seen in Appendix B, within 
all the three paths solved by QCA, the �rst path (PROF*~PROT*ADMIN) 
is the same as Path 1 in Table 5. �e path now explains more cases 
according to the raw coverage (0.71). �e third path (~PROF*PROT*ECO* 
ADMIN) also very close to the Path 2 found in the full sample with 
ADMIN as an extra condition because this path merely explains one case 
(Panyu (番禺)). Only “PROF*~ECO*ADMIN” is a new path, but the 
conditions and the cases it explain remain highly overlap with the �rst 
path. As the solution coverage is 1, the four conditions we considered 
here have an even better explanatory power in the subset than in the full 
sample. In general, policy advocacy is a more common mechanism in 
inducing conditional government responsiveness in the Hu-Wen era. It is 
also worth noticing the in�uence from the location where the environ-
mental con�icts take place as all the three paths found in the subset share 
the condition ADMIN. Environmental con�icts at the prefecture level or 
above are more likely to catch media attention as mentioned before; but 
an even more important reason why it matters to conditional government 
responsiveness is that local o�cials above certain administrative levels 
likely have di�erent incentives compared with lower level o�cials. Recent 
�ndings from Landry et al. suggested economic performance plays a 
greater role in promotion in the country level than the prefecture or 
provincial level.48 Higher-level local o�cials have more concern about 
environmental issues thus not only because for them economic develop-
ment now has less weight, but also because policy advocacy is likely more 
active in bigger cities as seen in the cases from Asuwei (阿蘇衛), Xiamen (厦
門), and Liulitun (六里屯), where the middle class live and are reportedly 
highly concerned about the potential health hazards from PX facilities 
and waste incineration plant.49 �e e�ect on the location of government 
response to environmental con�ict currently receives little concern, but 
more attention should be given in further studies as it may bring new 
understanding on environmental con�icts in China. We also do not �nd 
evidence that the conditions and mechanisms in triggering conditional 
government responsiveness have substantial differences due to leader 
succession. �e reason behind this is because the CCP has had a rela-
tively constant environmental policy agenda in the past decades (e.g., 
mitigating environmental conflicts through improving environmental 
management).50 �e same circumstances nevertheless may not hold in 
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other policy realms; for example, China’s foreign policy was found to 
become more assertive in the Xi era.51

6. Policy Change in China from a Comparative Perspective

To what extent do the above �ndings and the idea of conditional govern-
ment responsiveness contribute to our understanding in China’s policy 
process and policy change in general? Comparatively, Path 1 in Table 5 is 
in alignment with punctuated-equilibrium (PE) theory. In PE theory, 
policy change is a battle over policy image. Policy image is “a mixture of 
empirical information and emotive appeals,” which can be interpreted by 
di�erent people in di�erent ways.52 When a policy subsystem is domi-
nated by a single policy image, usually accepted and maintained by the 
existing power structure, it tends to be stable. In contrast, nonincre-
mental policy change is possible if the policy subsystem is challenged by 
a new policy image because the challenge is likely to bring new stake-
holders into the policy process, breaking the existing power balance 
within the policy subsystem. A new policy image is especially powerful if 
it is advocated by professionals such as scholars, lawyers, or environ-
mental NGOs because the knowledge they have increases the reliability 
of the information they provide.53 We observe this phenomenon in 
examples like the Nu River (怒江). Environmental NGOs and scholars 
�rst set up an “environmental protection” policy image, di�erentiated 
from the local government’s “economic growth” discourse, and quickly 
propelled the policy debate between the two policy coalitions into the 
national spotlight. �is new policy image further involved other stake-
holders in the bureaucratic system, such as the SEPA, who hold a 
di�erent policy position than the NDRC. As a result, the policy process 
could not move forward because a consensus was not reached under 
strong opposition from inside and outside, as anticipated by the FA 
model. 

In Path 2, protest as a public opinion input mechanism is also widely 
realized in the existing literatures. According to Rochon and Mazmanian, 
the consequences of protest in the policy process can be recognized in 
two dimensions. The first is whether policy change happened in the 
direction enabling the protest groups to receive new advantages. �e 
second is whether the policy process becomes more inclusive: protest 
groups, whose interests were previously excluded, are now institutionally 
represented in the policy process. From this point of view, even if a 
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one-shot protest fails to achieve any policy change, the democratic 
settings will gradually absorb such grievances by setting “up mechanisms 
to review grievances and to appeal decisions that have already been 
made.”54 �is institutionalization of interest representation is crucial for 
democracy in achieving political stability by dissolving further protest 
through decreasing the cost of political participation. 

From the above points of views, the uniqueness of China’s policy 
process does not lie in the mechanisms triggering policy change. Stake-
holders in China can use policy advocacy or protest to signal preferences, 
like their peers in democracies. Nevertheless, the above mechanisms are 
not institutionalized. Policy change as a government response is condi-
tional in procedure because public opinion input in policy making does 
not guarantee a credible institutional procedure. Instead, it depends on 
one-shot and temporary strategic interactions between the local govern-
ment and stakeholders for each environmental con�ict. �e outcome in 
an environmental con�ict is also conditional. China, as Xu described, is 
an RDA regime.55 Local government o�cials are given despotic power in 
decision making in a given region and are held accountable to the upper-
level government rather than to their constituency. �is situation explains 
why local economic conditions and the location of the environmental 
con�ict make a di�erence in how local o�cials respond to environmental 
con�icts because these conditions shape the cost-bene�t calculations for 
di�erent responses. �e RDA system also explains why policy change is 
more likely to occur under strong policy advocacy and large-scale protest. 
According to the QCA results, they are the indispensable “short cut.” 
Social preferences amplified by these mechanisms are more likely to 
attract attention from the upper-level government and provide the neces-
sary information for them to evaluate the performance of a cadre. �is 
situation generates pressure for the local government because it is afraid 
of sanctions from above if social grievances continuously grow, so it 
makes concessions. 

In summary, the combination of a RDA system and similar mecha-
nisms with democracy in signaling social preferences in China’s policy 
process seems to generate a somewhat ambiguous consequence. On the 
one hand, policy making under authoritarian settings continuously 
prevents nongovernmental stakeholders from being the actors who can 
institutionally push a policy subsystem away from its status quo. �is is 
why China has suffered a relatively severe information problem in 
comparison with some mature democracies, such as the United Kingdom, 
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Germany, and Denmark, in regard to institutional defects in public 
opinion input.56 On the other hand, being bound by the obligations of 
performance legitimacy, the CCP is sensitive to social preferences,57 
leaving some leverage for nongovernmental actors in policy making, even 
if temporary and noninstitutionalized. 

7. Conclusion

�is article makes two contributions to the understanding of the recent 
changes in China’s policy process. First, it addresses the shortcomings of 
the methodology in the existing literature by applying QCA. Our �ndings 
are also distinguished from some previous studies that also used the same 
method to study policy change in China, either in coding or in the condi-
tions analyzed. In summary, our QCA results suggest neither policy 
advocacy nor a large-scale protest alone is a necessary condition but an 
indispensable mechanism by which stakeholders can challenge the policy 
image monopolized by the local government. However, whether the 
policy outcome was changed or not also depended on local economic 
conditions or on the administrative level to which stakeholders in the 
environmental con�ict appealed. While the above two mechanisms in 
policy change in China are not entirely new, the con�gurational thinking 
derived from QCA used in this article is helpful in explaining why even 
environmental conflicts that share similar features can have different 
policy outcomes, a question that has not been su�cient answered. 

�e above �ndings further relate to the second contribution of this 
article: how to interpret the reason for a policy change under China’s 
authoritarian institutional settings. We propose the concept of condi-
tional government responsiveness to conceptualize our �ndings. As we 
demonstrate, di�erences in the policy process between China and democ-
racy are not built into the mechanisms for stakeholders to show social 
preferences but are part of the rules of the game. Unlike in democratic 
settings, in which institutionalized public opinion input is warranted and 
government accountability is downward, the input of social preferences 
in an environmental con�ict depends on strategic interactions between 
stakeholders and the local government. Because accountability is upward 
under the RDA system, environmental con�icts in which stakeholders 
can exert pressure on local o�cials from above are more likely to receive 
government concession. As a result, if only regarding government 
responsiveness, China is neither aligned with democracy nor a typical 
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politically closed authoritarian regime system but falls somewhere in 
between. We do not deny that China’s policy process, in general, remains 
exclusive in nature, but a discussion of conditional government respon-
siveness would be helpful both in understanding the uniqueness of the 
case of China and pushing forward the understanding of the policy 
process in the so-called durable authoritarian regime. 

Finally, although unlike regression analysis QCA does not automati-
cally extrapolate the results for the whole population but enjoys its best 
explanatory power when applied to our dataset or environmental 
con�icts sharing similar features, we expect the mechanism outlined in 
this article is also applicable to other policy realms.58 In other words, 
though conditions may not be the same in di�erent policy realms, the 
logic of conditional government responsiveness should be general under 
the RDA system.

Appendices

Appendix A: Intermediate Solution on Policy Change in 
Environmental Conflicts

Solution PROF*~PROT*ADMIN PROT*ECO

Case Binhai (濱海 ), Nu River (怒江 ), 
Liulitun (六里屯 ), Asuwei (阿蘇
衛 ), Nangong (南宮 ), 
Qinhuangdao (秦皇島 ), Xiaonohai

Jiangmen (江門 ), Panyu (番禺 ), 
Jinshan (金山 ), Shifang (什坊 )

Raw coverage 0.43 0.25

Unique coverage 0.43 0.25

Solution coverage 0.68

Solution consistency 1

Source: Author.

Appendix B: Conservative Solution on Policy Change in 
Environmental Conflicts (Before 2012)

Solution PROF*~PROT*ADMIN PROF*~ECO*ADMIN ~PROF*PROT*ECO*ADMIN

Case

Nu River (怒江 ), Liulitun 
(六里屯 ), Asuwei (阿蘇
衛 ), Qinhuangdao (秦皇
島 ), Xiaonohai

Xiamen (厦門 ), Nu 
River (怒江 ), Liulitun 
(六里屯 )

Panyu (番禺 )
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Raw 
coverage 0.71 0.43 0.14

Unique 
coverage 0.42 0.14 0.14

Solution 
coverage 1

Solution 
consistency 1

Source: Author.

Appendix C: Brief Case Descriptions

1. Qidong (啓東)
 In July 2012, thousands of citizens in Qidong, a county-level city in 

Jiangsu province, protested in front of the Qidong government 
building in order to stop a pipeline project funded by a Japanese 
company (Oji Paper) that would produce water pollution in the 
neighboring sea. �e Oidong government �nally decided to cancel 
the project on 28 July.

2. Jiangmen (江門)
 In July 2013, the municipal-level government at Jiangmen, Guang-

dong province, posted a document on the internet. According to the 
document, a nuclear plant funded by an SOE is planned on the 
government agenda and citizens had 10 days to give opinion. Fearing 
the potential health hazard, thousands citizens protested on the street 
on 12 July, which directly forced Jiangmen to suspend the project 
that same day.

3. Ningbo (寧波)
 On 22 October 2012 around 200 villagers collectively objected to a 

PX chemical plant project. �e protest scale increased to over 1,000 
on 26 and 27 October. Ningbo decided to suspend the project on 28 
October.

4. Panyu (番禺)
 The Guangzhou government first planned the Panyu (which is a 

district at Guangzhou) waste incineration plant at February 2009. 
However, widespread discontent from residents nearby appeared only 
when the location was announced at September. Objections from 
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residents later persisted several months in various forms including a 
large-scale demonstration and homemade environmental assessment 
report. Because of these severe objections from the society, the 
project was stagnant for more than one year. In April 2011, Guang-
zhou announced the project would be relocated to another site.

5. Hangzhou (杭州)
 In March 2014, the Hangzhou government posted a planned waste 

incineration plant project located at the Yuhang district on the 
government website. Because the project information was vague, 
villagers who lived around the construction site did not notice the 
project unit one month later. But a�er they found out that no envi-
ronmental assessment, which is required by law, was conducted, over 
10,000 villagers were mobilized to occupy the construction site in 
early May. A clash between villagers and police, with many people 
injured, happened on 10 May. �e Hangzhou government promised 
the next day that the project would not continue without public 
participation.

6. Jinshan (金山)
 �e Jinshan district was a chemical industrial area in Shanghai. In 

June 2015, a rumor began to spread among residents living in the 
district that a new PX chemical plant project was going to launch. As 
the environmental pollution was severe in the district, residents 
strongly resisted the project through a protest, which began at the 
end of June and persisted a week with thousands of participants. �e 
Shanghai government quickly suspended the project in early July.

7. Shifang (什坊)
 In early July 2012, thousands of citizens protested in front of the 

government building against a copper plant located in Shifang, a 
county-level city in Sichuan province. Although police stood by, 
protesters destroyed the government building. �e Shifang govern-
ment thus was forced to stop the project on 3 July 2012.

8. Binhai (濱海)
 In March 2015, Peng Yina, a Guangdong province People’s Political 

Consultative Conference member, posted a Weibo message that the 
National Energy Board had already approved a thermal power plant 
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in eastern Shenzhen. �e message was quickly noticed by the Shen-
zhen local People’s Congress members. On 28 June, more than 80 
members submitted a collective suggestion, requiring suspension of 
the project. Several months later, the Shenzhen government declared 
in a media interview the project would be relocated.

9. Xiamen (厦門)
 The incident originated from a collective suggestion from 105 

members of the National People’s Political Consultative Conference 
at its annual meeting in March 2007. As the suggestion quickly came 
under national media spotlight, Xiamen suddenly realized a chemical 
plant would be constructed in their backyard. At the end of May, a 
cell phone message began to spread in the city; it called for an 
anti-PX demonstration on the �rst of June. �at day thousands of 
residents took to the streets, and the demonstration forced Xiamen to 
declare that a new environmental assessment would be conducted to 
decide the outcome of the project. Half a year later, at the end of 
2007, Xiamen announced that the project would be relocated to 
Zhangzhou (漳州 ), an inland city in Fujian province.

10. Nu River (怒江)
 In August 2003, the NDRC approved the Nu River hydroelectric 

power station project. The project quickly raised worries among 
scholars and environmental NGOs for the potential to jeopardize the 
river ecosystem. As a result, a half-year policy debate started between 
the two policy coalitions with di�erent positions in economic devel-
opment and environmental protection. The debate finally ended 
when former prime minister Wen Jiabao declared that more scienti�c 
assessments of the project would be conducted in February 2014.

11. Liulitun (六里屯)
 Liulitun originally had a land�ll dating to the 1990s. Because the 

land�ll had reached its capacity in the early 2000s, a waste incinera-
tion plant was needed as a supporting facility. Residents who lived 
nearby had long complained about the smell from the land�ll, and 
now they came to worry that the planned waste incineration plant 
would generate new health hazards. �e project was stagnant for 4 
years under severe objections from residents and other stakeholders. 
In 2011, the Beijing government announced the project’s cancellation 
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because a new waste incineration plant with an even higher capacity 
was planned at another site.

12. Asuwei (阿蘇衛)
 Xiaotangshan is a middle-class residential area in Beijing. In July 

2009, some residents discovered a waste incineration plant named 
Asuwei was planned in their backyard. When some residents later 
found that an exhibition related to environmental protection would 
be held at the Agricultural Exhibition Center in September, they 
decided to launch a demonstration. Roughly 100 residents partici-
pated but were quickly arrested by police; nevertheless the demon-
stration caught the attention of the Beijing government. Although 
some residents retreated from further appeals because they were 
afraid of repression, the rest of them later submitted a homemade 
policy suggestion to the government under the leadership of resident 
Huang Xiaoshan. Soon Huang received an invitation from the 
government to participate in a government study group in Japan and 
Macau. �e original intention was that Huang would be willing to 
persuade other residents gathering with the government. However, 
Huang became a steady opponent a�er the trip. A direct outcome 
was that the project was set aside for more than three years and 
restarted only in 2015.

13. Nangong (南宮)
 Nangong, similar to the Liulitun and Asuwei cases, is one of the 

planned waste incineration plant projects listed on the Beijing 
government agenda. According to the original plan, all these waste 
incineration plant projects would be built before 2015. But unlike 
Liulitun and Asuwei, Nangong received direct objections from envi-
ronmental NGOs. The objections, however, only delayed the 
construction progress. �e project was put into use in October 2017.

14. Qinhuangdao (秦皇島)
 Qinhuangdao is a waste incineration plant project located in Funing, 

a county-level city under Qinhuangdao, Hebei province. Worrying 
about health hazards stemming from the project, villagers who lived 
around the location �rst applied for administrative reconsideration 
from the Ministry of Environment in August 2010. �e ministry 
upheld the original government decision. Villagers decided to �le 
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administrative litigation and won the lawsuit. �e project could not 
push forward without a resubmission of the environmental 
assessment.

15. Xiaonohai
 �e Xiaonohai hydropower project can be traced back to 1997, but it 

was quickly halted due to lack of funding the next year. �e project 
restarted in 2006 as the biggest hydropower plant ever in Chongqing. 
�e project received severe objections from environmental NGOs; 
and similar to the case of Nu River, a long-term policy debate started 
between the two parties with di�erent positions. �e project remains 
suspended according to the latest report.

16. Pingjiang (彭州)
 In July 2014, four thermal power plants were planned at Pingjiang, a 

county-level city in Hunan province. �e project was reported to 
generate considerable economic benefits to the local populace. 
However, it was unwelcomed by local residents due to environmental 
pollution concerns. On 18–21 September, around 20,000 residents 
took to the streets to protest the project. �e protest caused a suspen-
sion of the project, and the country party secretary was laid o� the 
same month.

17. Shangrao (上饒)
 In November 2015, 10,000 villagers from a township known as Raobu 

took to the streets to force the local government to shut down the 
polluted chemical plants at a nearby industrial park. However, the 
protesters failed to achieve any government concessions.

18. LCD (深圳LCD)
 In January 2013, several hundred residents demonstrated on Kehua 

Street in Nanshan district at Shenzhen to highlight environmental 
pollution from a liquid crystal display (LCD) factory located in a 
nearby industrial park. However, the protesters did not achieve any 
government concessions.

19. Dalin (大連)
 In August 2008, a storm damaged the dyke around an operational PX 

plant in Dalin. Out of fears of toxic leakage, more than 10,000 
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residents protested to require a plant relocation in the next few days. 
Although the party secretary promised a relocation, he didn’t give a 
speci�c timetable. It is reported that the PX plant indeed never halted 
operations even a�er the protest.

20. Anning (安寧)
 In February 2013, a PX plant project located in Anning, a county-

level city in Yunnan province, was reported to receive approval from 
the NRDC. In May the project caused two large-scale anti-PX 
protests involving more than 1,000 local residents. However, the 
protesters did not achieve any government concessions, nor was the 
project suspended when environmental NGOs later became involved 
in the opposition.

21. Maoming (茂名)
 A PX plant at Maoming, a municipal-level city in Guangdong prov-

ince, received approval from the NDRC in April 2014. But it was 
reported that the local government had already invited experts to 
promote the project one month before. �e promotion however failed 
to mitigate residents’ resistance. Similar to most previous cases in 
other Chinese cities, anti-PX protests happened later, at the end of 
March. But the local government did not o�er a compromise.

22. Putian (莆田)
 In December 2014, it was reported that thousands of villagers from 

Donghai township, subordinated in Putian city in Fujian province, 
assembled in the highway and protested in front of the township 
government building. �ey demanded a halt to the construction of a 
chemical plant due to environmental pollution. But the protest didn’t 
change the government decision.

23. Heyuan (河源)
 In April 2015, 2,000 residents from Heyuan city in Guangdong prov-

ince assembled in front of the municipal government building. �e 
assembly was triggered by a rumor that the government intended to 
enlarge the capacity of an existing thermal power plant; the plant was 
claimed to cause the rapidly increasing air pollution in the previous 
few years. No further news reports suggested that the Heyuan 
government had changed its original plan.
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24. Pengzhou (平江)
 Pengzhou is a county-level city in Sichuan province. Because Peng-

zhou was closed to Chengdu, around 200 Chengdu residents 
protested in the city center on 4 May 2008, denouncing pollution 
from a Petro China petrochemical project. The protest was soon 
crushed by police. As the Wenchuan earthquake happened one week 
later, the project later became a means of recovery for the Pengzhou 
economy.

25. Bolu (博羅)
 It was reported that thousands of villagers demonstrated in front of 

the Huizhou municipal government on 13 September 2014, trying to 
stop the operation of a waste incineration plant. Protesters was 
repressed by the local government. 

Notes

1 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James 
D. Morrow, The Logic of Political Survival (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2003); Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012).

2 Andrew Nathan, “Authoritarian Resilience,” Journal of Democracy, Vol. 14, 
No. 1 (2003), pp. 6–17.

3 Jidong Chen, Jennifer Pan, and Yiqing Xu, “Sources of Authoritarian 
Responsiveness: A Field Experiment in China,” American Journal of Political 
Science, Vol. 60, No. 2 (2016), pp. 383–400; Martin K. Dimitrov, “Internal 
Government Assessments of the Quality of Governance in China,” Studies 
in Comparative International Development, Vol. 50, No. 1 (2015), pp. 50–72; 
Greg Distelhorst and Yue Hou, “Constituency Service under Nondemocratic 
Rule: Evidence from China,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 79, No. 3 (2017), pp. 
1024–1040; Tianguang Meng, Jennifer Pan, and Ping Yang, “Conditional 
Receptivity to Citizen Participation: Evidence from a Survey Experiment in 
China,” Comparative Political Studies, Vol. (2014), pp. 1–35.

4 Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel Oksenberg, Policy Making in China: Leaders, 
Structures, and Process (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 
pp. 22–27.

5 Susan L. Shirk, The Political Logic of Economic Reform in China (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), p. 82.

6 Xufeng Zhu, “�e In�uence of �ink Tanks in the Chinese Policy Process: 
Di�erent Ways and Mechanisms,” Asian Survey, Vol. 49, No. 2 (2009), pp. 
333–357; Xufeng Zhu, “Government Advisors or Public Advocates? Roles of 



218 Meng U Ieong and Yipin Wu

�ink Tanks in China from the Perspective of Regional Variations,” The 
China Quarterly, Vol. 207 (2011), pp. 668–686.

7 Changdong Zhang, “Non-governmental Organizations’ Policy Advocacy in 
China: Resources, Government Intention and Network,” China: An Interna-
tional Journal, Vol. 13, No. 1 (2015), pp. 181–199.

8 Andrew Mertha, “‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluralization 
in the Chinese Policy Process,” The China Quarterly, Vol. 200 (2009), pp. 
995–1012.

9 Jessica Teets, “�e Power of Policy Networks in Authoritarian Regimes: 
Changing Environmental Policy in China,” Governance, Vol. 31 (2018), pp. 
125–141.

10 Yongshun Cai, Collective Resistance in China: Why Popular Protests Succeed 
or Fall (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010).

11 Yunkang Yang, “How Large-Scale Protests Succeed in China: �e Story of 
Issue Opportunity Structure, Social Media, and Violence,” International 
Journal of Communication, Vol. 10 (2016), pp. 2895–2914.

12 Charles C. Ragin, Redesigning Social Inquiry: Fuzzy Sets and Beyond (Chicago 
and London: University of Chicago Press), pp. 109.

13 Baogang He and Stig �qgersen, “Giving the People a Voice? Experiments 
with Consultative Authoritarian Institutions in China,” Journal of Contem-
porary China, Vol. 19, No. 66 (2010), pp. 675–692.

14 Rory Truex, “Consultative Authoritarianism and Its Limits,” Comparative 
Political Studies, Vol. 50 (2014), pp. 329–361.

15 Hongyan Gu, “Nimbyism in China: Issues and Prospects of Public Partici-
pation Infacility Siting,” Land Use Policy, Vol. 52 (2016), pp. 527–534; 
�omas Johnson, “Environmentalism and Nimbyism in China: Promoting a 
Rules-Based Approach to Public Participation,” Environment Politics, Vol. 
19, No. 3 (2010), pp. 430–448.

16 Frank R. Baumgartner, “Ideas and Policy Change,” Governance, Vol. 26, No. 
2 (2013), pp. 239–258.

17 Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, Agendas and Instability in 
American Politics, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

18 Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1971), p. 1.

19 Sara Binzer Hobolt and Robert Klemmensen, “Government Responsiveness 
and Political Competition in Comparative Perspective,” Comparative Polit-
ical Studies, Vol. 41, No. 3 (2008), pp. 309–337.

20 Sebastian Heilmann and Elizabeth J. Perry, “Embracing Uncertainty: Guer-
rilla Policy Style and Adaptive Governance in China,” in Mao’s Invisible 
Hand: The Political Foundations of Adaptive Governance in China, edited by 
Sebastian Heilmann and Elizabeth J. Perry (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2011), pp. 1–29.



When Authoritarianism Responds 219 

21 Charles C. Ragin, Fuzzy-Set Social Science (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000).

22 Alrik Thiem, “Conducting Configurational Comparative Research with 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis: A Hands-on Tutorial for Applied Evalua-
tion Scholars and Practitioners,” American Journal of Evaluation, Vol. 38, 
No. 3 (2017), pp. 420–433.

23 Ibid.
24 James Mahoney, “Qualitative Methodology and Comparative Politics,” 

Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 40, No. 2 (2007), pp. 122–144.
25 Yanwei Li, Joop Koppenjan, and Stefan Verweij, “Governing Environmental 

Con�icts in China: Under What Conditions Do Local Government Compro-
mise?,” Public Administration, Vol. 94, No. 3 (2016), pp. 806–822.

26 Phoebe Mengxiao Tang, “‘Project Battle’ or ‘Policy War’? Protest, Advocacy, 
and the Outcomes of Environmental Contention in China,” Journal of 
Current Chinese Affairs, Vol. 47, No. 1 (2018), pp. 3–40.

27 �e stipulation is as follows: “In case a program may cause unfavorable 
environmental impacts or directly involve the environmental interests of the 
general public, the organ that works out the special programs shall, prior to 
submitting the dra� of the programs for examination and approval, seek the 
opinions of the relevant entities, experts and the general public about the 
dra� of the report about the environmental impacts by holding demonstra-
tion meetings or hearings or by any other means, except it provided by the 
state that tit shall be kept con�dential. �e dra�ing organ shall take the 
opinions of the relevant entities, experts and the general public about the 
dra� report of environmental impacts into careful consideration, and shall 
attach a remark whether the opinions are adopted or refused to the report 
of environmental impacts to be submitted for examination and approval.” 
See http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?id=29688&lib=law&SearchK
eyword=&SearchCKeyword=.

28 Tang, “‘Project Battle’ or ‘Policy War’?”
29 See https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp/china/2015/06/150628_shanghai_ 

chemical_plant.
30 We use crisp-set in the analysis, which means all conditions are dichoto-

mous in score, either 1 or 0.
31 Yongshun Cai, “Power Structure and Regime Resilience: Contentious Politics 

in China”, British Journal of Political Science, Vo. 38, No. 3 (2008), pp. 411-432.
32 Peter Lorentzen, “China’s Strategic Censorship,” American Journal of Polit-

ical Science, Vol. 58, No. 2 (2013), pp. 402–414; Yongshun Cai and Lin Zhu, 
“Disciplining Local O�cials in China: �e Case of Con�ict Management,” 
The China Journal, Vol. 70 (2013), pp. 98–119.

33 Josh Greenberg, Graham Knight, and Elizabeth Westesund, “Spinning 
Climate Change: Corporate and Ngo Public Relations Strategies in Canada 



220 Meng U Ieong and Yipin Wu

and the United States,” International Communication Gazette, Vol. 73, Nos. 
1–2 (2011), pp. 65–82; Kal Raustiala, “States, NGOs, and International 
Environmental Institutions,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 41, No. 4 
(1997), pp. 719–740.

34 Roger A. Pielke, The Honest Broker: Making Sense of Science in Policy and 
Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

35 Tianjian Shi, Political Participation in Beijing (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1997), pp. 274.

36 Yanqi Tong and Shaohua Lei, Social Protest in Contemporary China, 2003–
2010: Transitional Pains and Regime Legitimacy (London: Routledge, 2014).

37 Some in�uential environmental con�icts in our dataset, such as the Nu 
River and the Xiaonanhai Hydropower Plant, occurred at the county level 
and received national media attention. We also coded these cases as 1.

38 In the cases of Beijing or Shanghai, the reference group is 5-year average 
national economic growth.

39 Li, Koppenjan, and Verweij, “Governing Environmental Con�icts in China.”
40 Ragin, Fuzzy-Set Social Science; Charles C. Ragin, Redesigning Social Inquiry: 

Fuzzy Sets and Beyond (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008).
41 Li, Koppenjan, and Verweij, “Governing Environmental Con�icts in China.”
42 SPEA was upgraded to the Ministry of Environmental Protection in 2008.
43 Mertha, “‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0.’”
44 Cai and Zhu, “Disciplining Local Officials in China”; Pierre F. Landry, 

Xiaobo Lu, and Haiyan Duan, “Does Performance Matter? Evaluating Polit-
ical Selection along the Chinese Administrative Ladder,” Comparative Polit-
ical Studies, Vol. 51, No. 8 (2018), pp. 1074–1105.

45 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-23298663.
46 See https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/20130714/18334103; 

http://politics.people.com.cn/BIG5/n/2013/0715/c14562-22194186.html.
47 �e investor is the SOE Sinopec in Pengzhou, while Xiamen is a private 

enterprise. We try to involve SOEs in the analysis. However, doing so would 
generate ambiguous results as the presence of SOEs would become an INUS 
condition, triggering policy change; even theoretically, this condition should 
be absent. Regarding the cases in our dataset (e.g., Nu River), the correct 
interpretation is that policy change is possible even facing a powerful state 
actor with strong policy advocacy from various social groups.

48 Landry, Lu, and Duan, “Does Performance Matter?”
49 Miao Ying, “�e Paradox of the Middle Class Attitudes in China: Democ-

racy, Social Stability and Reform,” Journal of Current Chinese Affairs, Vol. 
45, No. 1 (2016), pp. 169–190.

50 Guizhen He, Yonglong Lu, Arthur P.  J. Mol, and �eo Beckers, “Changes 
and Challenges: China’s Environmental Management in Transition,” Envi-
ronmental Development, Vol. 3 (2012), pp. 25–38.



When Authoritarianism Responds 221 

51 For example, Alastair Iain Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s 
New Assertiveness?,” International Security, Vol. 37, No. 4 (2013), pp. 7–48; 
Jian Zhang, “China’s New Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping: Towards ‘Peaceful 
Rise 2.0’?,” Global Change, Vol. 27, No. 1 (2015), pp. 5–19.

52 Baumgartner, “Ideas and Policy Change.”
53 Carol H. Weiss, “Research for Policy’s Sake: �e Enlightenment Function of 

Social Research,” Policy Analysis, Vol. 3, No. 4 (1977), pp. 531–545; Carol H. 
Weiss, “�e Many Meanings of Research Utilization,” Public Administration 
Review, Vol. 39, No. 5 (1979), pp. 426–431.

54 �omas R. Rochon and Daniel A. Mazmanian, “Social Movements and the 
Policy Process,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, Vol. 58 (1993), pp. 75–87.

55 Chenggang Xu, “The Fundamental Institutions of China’s Reforms and 
Development,” Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 49, No. 4 (2011), pp. 
1076–1151.

56 Kwan Nok Chan and Shuang Zhao, “Punctuated Equilibrium and the Infor-
mation Disadvantage of Authoritarianism: Evidence from the People’s 
Republic of China,” Policy Studies Journal, Vol. 44, No. 2 (2016), pp. 
134–155.

57 Erik Baekkeskov and Olivier Rubin, “Information Dilemmas and Blame-
Avoidance Strategies: From Secrecy to Lightning Rods in Chinese Health 
Crises,” Governance, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2017), pp. 425–443.

58 Policy advocacy and protest are also observed in other policy realms like 
foreign policy and health policy. See James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart 
State: The Rise of Public Opinion in China’s Japan Policy (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2011); Xufeng Zhu, “Policy Change and Expert 
Involvement in China,” Public Administration, Vol. 91, No. 2 (2013), pp. 
281–302.



Reproduced with permission of copyright owner.
Further reproduction prohibited without permission.


