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Abstract
Most public opinion research in China uses direct questions to measure support for the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) and government policies. These direct question surveys routinely find that
over 90 per cent of Chinese citizens support the government. From this, scholars conclude that the
CCP enjoys genuine legitimacy. In this paper, we present results from two survey experiments in contem-
porary China that make clear that citizens conceal their opposition to the CCP for fear of repression.
When respondents are asked directly, we find, like other scholars, approval ratings for the CCP that exceed
90 per cent. When respondents are asked in the form of list experiments, which confer a greater sense of
anonymity, CCP support hovers between 50 per cent and 70 per cent. This represents an upper bound,
however, since list experiments may not fully mitigate incentives for preference falsification. The list
experiments also suggest that fear of government repression discourages some 40 per cent of Chinese citi-
zens from participating in anti-regime protests. Most broadly, this paper suggests that scholars should stop
using direct question surveys to measure political opinions in China.

摘摘要要

大部分在中国进行的民意调查都采用直接提问的方式来衡量民众对中共(中国共产党)及政府政策

的支持度。这些直接提问式调查通常发现，中国公民对政府的支持率超过 90%。因此，学者们推

断中共享有真正的合法性。本文介绍了我们在当代中国进行的两项调查实验的结果。这些结果清

楚表明中国公民会因为害怕受到政府打压而隐藏自己对中共的反对。当我们像其他学者一样采用

直接提问式调查时，发现民众对中共的支持率超过了90%。但当我们采取更有匿名感的列举实验

方式进行调查时，发现其支持率只介于 50% 至 70% 之间。不过，这已是上限，因为列举实验可

能无法完全消除伪装偏好的动机。我们的两项列举实验还表明，大约 40% 的中国公民因害怕政

府打压而不愿参加任何反政权抗议活动。本文广泛建议学者们不要再用直接提问式调查来衡量中

国公民的政治观点。
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A large literature based on direct question surveys finds that around 90 per cent of Chinese citizens
support the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).1 One such survey, by the Ash Center for Democratic
Governance at Harvard University, routinely appears in CCP propaganda.2 From this, scholars con-
clude that the CCP enjoys genuine legitimacy, presumably from its ability to foster economic
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growth, provide public goods and persuade citizens of policy successes.3 These conclusions assume
that Chinese citizens, as Daniela Stockmann, Ashley Esarey and Jie Zhang write, do not misrepre-
sent their opinions “in surveys out of political fear.”4

Is this true? Do Chinese citizens answer direct question political surveys honestly? Does the
CCP enjoy overwhelming support? There are, we believe, reasons for scepticism. To explain the
rapid decline of the Soviet Union, Timur Kuran coined the term “preference falsification,”
which describes the tendency for citizens in autocracies to conceal political opinions owing
to the threat of repression.5 In one recent meta-analysis encompassing 21 studies, Graeme
Blair, Alexander Coppock and Margaret Moor conclude that respondents “overreport
support for authoritarian regimes” by 14 percentage points and “underreport opposition.”6

This suggests that preference falsification is endemic in autocracies. China is unlikely to be
an exception.

In this paper, we show that preference falsification in China is widespread. We report the
results of two survey experiments that used quota sampling to balance the sample on the most
recent census. We asked respondents direct questions about their support for the CCP and
their willingness to protest against it. The results were consistent with conventional wisdom.
More than 90 per cent of respondents reported satisfaction with the CCP and just 8 per cent sug-
gested that fear of state repression discouraged them from protesting. We then asked these ques-
tions as list experiments, which let respondents express sensitive opinions without stating them
directly. On average, our list experiments suggest that respondents overstate regime support in
direct questioning by 28.5 percentage points. Roughly 40 per cent of citizens decline to protest
owing to fear of repression, quadruple the rate under direct questioning. This preference falsifi-
cation rate is double the 14 percentage point average found by Blair, Coppock and Moor and
nearly three times greater than that found by Timothy Frye and colleagues in Vladimir Putin’s
Russia.7 Our list experiments estimate support for the CCP at between 50 per cent and 70 per
cent. This, we emphasize, is an upper bound, since our results also suggest the possibility that
list experiments may not fully mitigate preference falsification due to residual concerns about
online surveillance. We find no evidence that the wealthy, educated and urban are the CCP’s pri-
mary detractors, as existing literature suggests.8 Rather, opposition is more widespread. This
degree of preference falsification, as we argue below, suggests scholars should be cautious when
measuring support for repressive governments using other survey methods, like Single-Target
Implicit Association Tests (ST-IATs) and affect transfer studies, which provide less anonymity
in an environment of online surveillance.

We build on three recent papers that use list experiments to measure CCP support. Wenfang
Tang embedded list experiments in the World Values Survey in China and found no preference fal-
sification.9 However, anonymity in this survey was reduced by floor and ceiling effects and the ver-
ifiability of the experiment items (for example, “I attend a sports match once a week” rather than “I
consider myself a sports fan”) More generally, in-person survey enumerators have reported that
respondents sometimes count list items on their fingers, which further reduces anonymity.
Darrel Robinson and Marcus Tannenberg found evidence of preference falsification but used an

3 Nathan 2003; Truex 2014; 2017; Lei and Lu 2016; Lü 2014; Zhong and Chen 2013; Zhong 2014; Dickson 2015; Dickson
et al. 2016; Dickson, Shen and Yan 2017; Ratigan 2022; Chen 2013; Hutchison and Xu 2017; Wu, Chang and Pan 2017;
Zhai 2021; Stockmann and Gallagher 2011; Kostka 2017; Su, Xu and Cao 2021; Xu, Kostka and Cao 2022.

4 Stockmann, Esarey and Zhang 2018, 1105. See also Truex 2017; Tang 2016; Lei and Lu 2016; Birney, Landry and Yan
2017.

5 Kuran 1989.
6 Blair, Coppock and Moor 2020, 1.
7 Frye et al. 2017.
8 Wallace 2014; Pan and Xu 2017; Wright 2018.
9 Tang 2016.
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online respondent pool that skewed younger, affluent, educated and urban.10 This demographic is
widely regarded as the one most opposed to the CCP,11 and so it is unclear whether this rate of
preference falsification is representative of China’s broader population. Stephen Nicholson and
Haifeng Huang used a list experiment to measure trust in local and central governments, and
found a preference falsification rate of between 5 and 14 percentage points, which is consistent
with Blair, Coppock and Moor’s meta-analysis.12 We focus on support for the CCP more specific-
ally, using questions that let us compare rates of preference falsification in China, Russia and else-
where. We believe that documenting and explaining variation in preference falsification across
autocracies is a crucial direction for future research, especially given recent claims that autocratic
governments often enjoy genuine support.13

Design

Survey respondents sometimes misrepresent their true opinions out of concern for how they will be
perceived by enumerators or monitors. This is known as sensitivity bias, social desirability bias or
preference falsification. Scholars have identified several techniques to circumvent it. Among the
most popular is the list experiment, which lets respondents express sensitive opinions indirectly.
List experiments randomize respondents into treatment and control groups. Respondents in the
control group receive a list of three non-sensitive statements and are asked how many they agree
with. Respondents in the treatment group receive a list of the same three non-sensitive statements
plus one sensitive statement and are also asked how many they agree with. Since the treatment
group receives one more statement – the sensitive statement – than the control group, the difference
in means between the groups represents the share of respondents who agree with the sensitive state-
ment. Because they confer a sense of anonymity, list experiments have been used to measure racism
in the American South and other sensitive behaviour.14

More recently, scholars have used list experiments to measure support for autocratic govern-
ments. In Russia, Frye and colleagues estimated support for Vladimir Putin at roughly 80 per
cent, similar to the 87 per cent implied by direct questioning and yielding a preference falsification
rate of just 7 percentage points.15 As discussed above, there is widespread disagreement about
whether Chinese citizens conceal opposition to the CCP. We aim to resolve this question using
techniques comparable to those used by Frye and colleagues in Russia.16 We partnered with a pri-
vate market research firm to field two surveys in June and November 2020. These waves were not
longitudinal and recruited different respondents; the intent of fielding two waves was to ensure the
robustness of our findings. We used quota sampling to balance the sample on the 2010 census on
age, gender, income and province. The survey was administered via the internet. Each wave
recruited approximately 2,000 respondents. We began by asking respondents demographic ques-
tions such as age, gender, ethnicity, educational attainment and income, among others.

Next, we asked respondents direct questions about their support for the CCP. For comparison,
several questions were drawn or adapted from previous surveys in China and Russia.17 These ques-
tions appear in Table 1. The first three questions focus on regime support and vary in how directly
they implicate the CCP. The first and most implicating prompt is: “I support Comrade Xi Jinping’s
习近平 leadership.” Next, we examined whether the government was “working for the people” and

10 Robinson and Tannenberg 2019.
11 Pan and Xu 2017; Wallace 2014; Wright 2018; Zhou, Tang and Lei 2020.
12 Nicholson and Huang 2022; Blair, Coppock and Moor 2020.
13 Matovski 2022; Przeworski 2022.
14 Kuklinski, Cobb and Gilens 1997; Blair, Coppock and Moor 2020.
15 Frye et al. 2017.
16 Ibid.
17 Jiang and Yang 2016; Frye et al. 2017; Robinson and Tannenberg 2019; Huang, Haifeng 2015.
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“responsive to their needs.” The least implicating prompt focuses on China’s “system of govern-
ment.” For each, respondents were asked whether they “strongly agree,” “agree,” “somewhat
agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “somewhat disagree,” “disagree” or “strongly disagree.”
Then, we asked respondents whether they “would be willing to protest or participate in a collective
walk against the government,” a common euphemism for protest. Since the decision not to protest
may be motivated by either fear of government repression or satisfaction with government policies,
respondents who indicated that they would not protest18 were then presented with an additional
question designed to identify the mechanism: whether they refrained from protest because they
were “afraid of the consequences” or “supported the government’s policies.”

Finally, we asked respondents the same questions as list experiments.19 We randomized respon-
dents into treatment and control groups. For each list experiment, the control group received three
non-sensitive statements. The treatment group received the same three non-sensitive statements
plus one sensitive statement corresponding to a direct question prompt. Again, respondents were
asked how many statements they agreed with, not which statements they agreed with, thus letting
respondents express sensitive opinions indirectly. All sensitive and non-sensitive list experiment
items appear in the online Appendix.20 To foster anonymity, we made the non-sensitive items as
non-verifiable as possible. To avoid ceiling and floor effects – which occur when respondents
agree with all items or none, respectively – we chose non-sensitive items that are likely to be nega-
tively correlated. We focus our attention on respondents who completed the survey in between the
10th percentile (5 minutes) and the 90th percentile of completion times (25 minutes), a range we
found to be reasonable in pilots.

The online Appendix includes other information about the experiment: a discussion of research
ethics, balance statistics, design considerations and robustness checks. We also show that the results
are substantively unchanged when excluding respondents who engaged in “satisficing” behaviour: a
measure of inattentiveness in the context of list experiments.

Results: Direct Questioning

Figure 1 presents the direct question results. The top panel focuses on June 2020 and the bottom
panel on November 2020. Consistent with existing direct question surveys, we find overwhelming sup-
port for the CCP. In June, 94 per cent of respondents supported Xi Jinping, 91 per cent of respondents
believed the government worked for the people, and 86 per cent of respondents believed China’s cur-
rent system of government is best. For all three questions, “strong support” for the regime was the

Table 1. Direct Question Prompts

I support Comrade Xi Jinping’s leadership

Overall, the government is working for the people and is responsive to the needs of the people

China’s system of government is better than any other I can think of

I would be willing to protest or participate in a collective walk against the government

Mechanism question for those who disagreed:

Because I am afraid of the consequences

Because I support the government’s policies

18 I.e. those who “somewhat disagreed,” “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” that they would be willing to protest.
19 Frye et al. 2017 find that the ordering of direct question blocks and list experiment blocks does not affect results.
20 To facilitate comparison with the direct question about respondents’ willingness to protest, we included two separate list

experiments: “I would not be willing to participate in a protest against the government because I am afraid of the con-
sequences” and “I would not be willing to participate in a protest against the government because I support the govern-
ment’s policies.”
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modal response. Only 22 per cent of respondents said they were willing to protest against the govern-
ment, compared to 64 per cent who would not. Of those 64 per cent, we show in the online Appendix,
92 per cent would not protest because they supported regime policies, while just 8 per cent would not
protest because they feared repression. From the bottom panel, the results from November were vir-
tually identical. If these results are true, citizens support the CCP and do not fear repression.

In the online Appendix, we use OLS regression to probe whether expressed support for the CCP
varies according to a respondent’s demographic characteristics: income, education, ethnicity, age,
gender, CCP membership and the urbanization level of the county in which they reside as measured
by night lights. We find no differences in expressed support across income, education, age, gender,
CCP membership and urbanization. The only consistent correlate is ethnicity. Relative to minor-
ities, Han respondents are less likely to say they support Xi Jinping, believe the current system of
government is best, and would not protest because they fear repression. This may seem surprising.
The Han majority is subject to less repression than China’s ethnic minorities and enjoys preferential
government policies.21 In our view, this suggests China’s ethnic minorities may engage in more
preference falsification than the Han majority, something we test in the next section.

Results: List Experiments

The list experiment results in Figure 2 reveal widespread preference falsification and a different view
of CCP rule. Each statement on the x-axis corresponds to one of the regime support prompts from
Table 1, now asked in the form of a list experiment. The y-axis gives the share of respondents who
agree with each prompt, along with 95 per cent confidence intervals.22 Letting respondents express
opposition to Xi Jinping indirectly reduces his support by nearly 30 percentage points, from around

Figure 1. Direct Question Results

21 Bovingdon 2010; Roberts 2020; Weiner 2020; Millward 2021.
22 We estimate this share with statistical corrections for floor and ceiling effects proposed by Blair and Imai 2012; the uncor-

rected results appear in the Appendix and are substantively unchanged.
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95 per cent to between 65 and 70 per cent. Regime support declines further with questions that
implicate the leadership less directly, which suggests the possibility that list experiments may not
fully mitigate incentives for preference falsification. Roughly 65 per cent of respondents agree
that the government works for the people and is responsive, down from between 90 per cent
and 94 per cent. Just over 50 per cent of respondents agree that China’s system of government is
best, down from between 85 per cent and 89 per cent. Nearly 40 per cent of respondents say
they would not join an anti-regime protest because they fear repression, up from 8 per cent.
Given the possibility of residual concerns about online surveillance, these estimates constitute the
upper bounds of CCP support. Still, they suggest a preference falsification rate that is nearly
three times greater than that documented by Frye and colleagues in Putin’s Russia.

In the online Appendix, we probe whether these list experiment estimates vary according to
demographic characteristics.23 Across questions and survey waves, regime support varies consist-
ently only across three characteristics: ethnicity, CCP membership and education, which are all
associated with more support for the regime. First, ethnic Han support Xi Jinping about 20 percent-
age points more than minority respondents. In June, Han respondents were about 15 percentage
points more likely to believe the government works for the people. In November, they were
about 20 percentage points more likely to believe China’s system of government is best and to
refrain from protesting because of their support for government policies. This suggests the direct
question result – Han citizens appear less supportive of the CCP – is driven by minorities’ fear
of repression under direct questioning, consistent with the CCP’s widespread ethnic repression.24

Second, college-educated respondents are between 10 and 20 percentage points more supportive
of the CCP than respondents who completed early middle school, although only three of five indi-
cators are significant in the November survey. This may suggest the CCP’s efforts to reshape edu-
cational curricula have succeeded.25 Alternatively, this may reflect a job market that has long
favoured college-educated Han.26 Finally, CCP members are about 10 percentage points more sup-
portive of the regime. This makes sense, since they elected to join the Party and benefit from its
rents. Other demographic correlates are not consistently associated with regime support. We include
a range of robustness checks in the online Appendix.

Figure 2. List Experiment Results

23 Blair and Imai 2012.
24 Bovingdon 2010; Roberts 2020; Weiner 2020; Millward 2021.
25 Cantoni et al. 2017; Nicholson and Huang 2022.
26 Vortherms 2019; Solinger 2022.
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The Urban Elite and Opposition to the CCP

Scholars generally regard the urban elite as the CCP’s primary potential challengers, partly
because they have led anti-regime protests in the past.27 Reflecting this, using an online, direct
question survey, Jennifer Pan and Yiqing Xu find that support for political and economic liber-
alization is correlated and more common among the wealthy, educated and urban.28 However, the
CCP has long sought the support of this group through urban bias policies that provide prefer-
ential access to jobs, credit and social welfare benefits.29 Perhaps reflecting these countervailing
forces, we find that none of these factors conditions CCP support in direct questioning. In list
experiments, the educated are slightly more supportive of the CCP, not less. Our results suggest
that the CCP’s efforts to co-opt urbanites may have been successful, yielding levels of discontent
that are now similar across urban and rural areas. While outside the scope of this paper, the ten-
dency of protest movements to emerge in urban areas may be more a function of the coordination
advantages afforded by urban life than heterogeneity in support for the CCP across rural and
urban areas.

Implications for Other Survey Methods

Although we employed list experiments to facilitate comparison with Frye and colleagues’ results in
Russia, scholars have employed other methods to divine sensitive opinions. Perhaps the most
important is the Single-Target Implicit Association Test (ST-IAT), which psychologists use to dif-
ferentiate a respondent’s implicit and explicit views. Implicit views are instinctive and formed prior
to cognition, while explicit views are more deliberate. ST-IATs ask respondents to group a term of
interest like “female” with affect words like “good” or “bad.” Respondents’ explicit beliefs are mea-
sured by the words they link with “female,” while implicit beliefs are measured by how quickly they
do so. Psychologists have used ST-IATs to measure implicit attitudes about sexism and racism.30

More recently, ST-IATs have been used to distinguish between implicit and explicit trust in govern-
ment, in both democracies31 and autocracies.32

This is an exciting research agenda, since it may provide an opportunity to measure the long-
term effects of propaganda and censorship. For two reasons, however, our results suggest scholars
of autocracy should approach ST-IATs with caution. First, ST-IATs, which are typically adminis-
tered on a computer, do not confer anonymity if respondents are concerned about online surveil-
lance. Respondents may feel pressure to associate “government” with positive terms. Second, in
quickly linking “government” with positive terms, respondents may reveal that they have interna-
lized the threat of repression, not support for the government. Lauren Young shows that inducing
even a mild state of fear reduces an individual’s willingness to engage in dissent. These “defensive
instincts,” as one of Young’s informants calls them,33 may lead respondents to quickly group
“government” with the regime-preferred affect term. The same considerations apply to affect
transfer studies and item non-response rates.34 As long as survey methods do not confer anonym-
ity and respondents know the government’s preferred response, preference falsification is a
concern.35

27 Wallace 2014; Wright 2018.
28 Pan and Xu 2017.
29 Huang, Yasheng 2008.
30 Jost 2019.
31 Intawan and Nicholson 2018.
32 Truex and Tavana 2019; Zhou, Tang and Lei 2020; Huang, Haifeng, Intawan and Nicholson 2022.
33 Young 2018, 142.
34 Stockmann, Esarey and Zhang 2018; Shen and Truex 2021.
35 Blair, Coppock and Moor 2020.

The China Quarterly 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001819 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001819


Conclusion

Scholars routinely measure support for the CCP via direct question surveys, the results of which
suggest approval ratings above 90 per cent. From this, scholars conclude that the CCP enjoys
real legitimacy, its policies are widely supported and its propaganda and censorship operations
are persuasive. This research agenda assumes that Chinese citizens do not misrepresent political
opinions due to fear, contrary to evidence of preference falsification in other autocracies.36

This assumption – that Chinese citizens do not misrepresent political opinions in surveys due to
fear – is wrong. Using two survey experiments and a sample balanced on the most recent census, we
show that respondents overstate CCP support in direct questioning, on average, by 25.5 percentage
points, double the 14 percentage point average in autocracies found by Blair, Coppock and Moor,
and nearly three times greater than Frye and colleagues find in Russia. Our list experiments put sup-
port for the CCP at between 50 per cent and 70 per cent. This, we caution, is an upper bound, since
list experiments may not fully mitigate preference falsification owing to residual concerns about online
surveillance. We show that fear of government repression keeps some 40 per cent of Chinese citizens
off the streets. We find no evidence that the wealthy, educated and urban are the CCP’s primary
detractors. To the contrary, opposition is more uniform. While these results suggest some support
for the CCP, they are far from the overwhelming support that constitutes the conventional wisdom.

We suggest two directions for future research. First, scholars should stop using direct question
surveys to measure public opinion in China and other repressive environments and reassess empir-
ical work that assumes preference falsification does not exist. Second, scholars should treat variation
in preference falsification rates across autocracies as worthy of documenting and explaining. Doing
so suggests novel questions about autocratic politics. Is less preference falsification correlated with
more protest? Does the rate of preference falsification provide information about a regime’s repres-
sive capacity or the likelihood of democratization by sudden revolution?

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0305741023001819 (also at https://erinbaggottcarter.com and https://www.brettlogancarter.org).
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