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Crisis Governance and
Public Trust:

Revealing the Chain Mediation Effect of
Social Fairness and Well-Being
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Abstract: Trust in the government is crucial for crisis management and plays
a pivotal role in shaping public compliance. This study explores how public
preferences for either a more interventionist or a more limited government
during crises influence changes in trust in the government. Using data from the
2021 China General Social Survey, we find that: (1) a positive correlation exists
between public perceptions of government authority during crises and changes in
trust in the government, (2) perceived social fairness and subjective well-being
partially mediate this relationship, and (3) perceived social fairness and subjective
well-being form a chain mediation pathway linking the public perceptions of
government authority during crises with changes in trust in the government. This
study provides insights into how perceptions of government authority during
crises affect changes in trust in the government and identifies key factors that can
allow governments to build and maintain public trust in a crisis context.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic is widely recognized as one of the most
significant creeping crises of the 21st century (Mascio et al., 2020; Nolte
& Lindenmeier, 2023). It caused a global disruption that lasted nearly
three years (Zaki, 2024). During the peak of the pandemic, the severity
of the crisis compelled governments worldwide to implement urgent
and, at times, drastic measures including social distancing, nationwide
lockdowns, and stay-at-home orders (Haug et al., 2020). These stringent
policies led many countries to re-adopt a “big government” approach
(O’Flynn, 2021). However, public attitudes toward these measures vary
(Rieger & Wang, 2022). Some individuals hope for stronger government
action, believing that the current efforts are insufficient (Rieger & Wang,
2022; Kim & Kreps, 2020). Others consider the policies overly strict and
restrictive of individual freedoms (Rieger & Wang, 2022).

Trust in the government is a key factor shaping public support for its
actions (Chanley et al., 2000). Trust is defined as the congruence between
citizens’ preferences and the perceived functioning of the government,
which means that the government functions in a way preferred by citizens
(Bannister & Connolly, 2011; Bouckaert & Van De Walle, 2003). During
crises, it plays a vital role in re-establishing the governance legitimacy
that is derived from citizens’ beliefs about the normative appropriateness
of governmental structures, officials, and processes (Levi et al., 2009).
Furthermore, strong trust in the government boosts public adherence
to policies and enhances the trust in and attention to information
disseminated by the government (Houston & Harding, 2013; Shanka &
Menebo, 2022; Thaker et al., 2017).

The government plays a crucial role in various aspects of modern
society. However, global debates on the boundaries of government
authority and the scope of its responsibilities remain unresolved (J. Wang,
2018). These debates mainly focus on whether governments should
operate as large (oarsman) or small (guardian) governments (Rose, 1993;
Rhodes & Wanna, 2007). During the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic,
these debates were primarily manifested as a quest for balance between
the various restrictive measures taken by the government for public
health and citizens’ individual rights (Flood et al., 2020).

During the pandemic, citizens in numerous countries either passively
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or actively sacrificed their personal freedoms to control the virus spread
(Liu et al., 2022; Harring et al., 2021). Yet, research indicates differences
in their levels of support for their governments’ response measures, with
some countries even showing signs of opposition, including resistance
to mandatory physical distancing and riots triggered by lockdowns
and other stringent restrictions (Jergensen et al., 2021). The strictness
of government actions during crisis management significantly affects
public trust in the government—a previous study showed that excessive
government action during crises reduces trust (Yackee & Lowery, 2005).
Another study found that citizens will be dissatisfied if they perceive
government intervention as excessive or insufficient (Rieger & Wang,
2022). A sluggish government response to crises is more likely to lead
to public dissatisfaction and distrust compared to an overly proactive
response (Rieger & Wang, 2022). While existing studies have noted
the relationship between public perceptions of government authority
during crises and trust in the government, research on the mechanisms
underlying this relationship is limited and requires further exploration.

To explore the shifts in public attitudes toward and expectations of
the government during various phases of a crisis (Yue et al., 2022; Zhong
et al., 2023; Kyriazi et al., 2023), we considered the peak phase of the
COVID-19 pandemic in China, during the enforcement of its strict Zero-
COVID. We addressed the following research question: How do public
perceptions of government authority during crises affect trust in the
government? Government and public expectations are constantly evolving
(Dollery et al., 2006). Government responses and strategies during
crises are critical for sustaining public trust (Boin, 2009; Christensen &
Leaegreid, 2020; Li & Lee, 2024; Mizrahi et al., 2021; Van Der Wal, 2020).
In this context, we make the following contributions: First, we uniquely
examine the relationship between public perceptions of government
authority during crises and changes in trust in the government, a topic
largely overlooked in the existing literature. This study offers a novel
perspective on this relationship. Second, the data used in this study were
collected during China’s implementation of the dynamic Zero-COVID
policy and provided a distinctive contextual dimension. Third, we argue
that perceptions of government authority during crises and changes in
trust in the government are subjective variables reflecting the public’s
views on governmental power, responsibility, and government legitimacy.
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We also explore additional perceived variables such as subjective well-
being and perceived social fairness as mediators of the relationship
mentioned above, creating a chain mediation model that offers an
innovative analytical framework.

Literature review and hypotheses

Perception of government authority during crises and changes in
trust in the government

Trust in the government is based on an implicit social contract in
which public expectations are met (Keele, 2007). Trust in the government
has been identified as the cornerstone of modern political systems
(Rodriguez et al., 2018). During crises, public trust in the government
often increases (Kritzinger et al., 2021), as individuals become more
likely to rely on external control mechanisms, such as government
intervention, to navigate emergencies (Shepherd & Kay, 2012). The
higher the level of trust in the government, the more likely people are
to comply with government measures and public health policies such as
frequent hand washing, avoiding crowded spaces, and social distancing
(Blair et al., 2017). Additionally, trust in the government is a crucial
indicator for assessing a government’s crisis management performance
(Christensen et al., 2016; Christensen & Laegreid, 2020). Consequently,
trust in the government during crises has received considerable scholarly
attention.

While trust in the government during crises is shaped by the same
fundamental factors that influence trust in the government in normal
periods — such as cultural differences (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2013),
economic development and social order (S. Kim, 2010; L. Li, 2004),
the level of government institutions (L. Li, 2016; Su et al., 2016; C.
Wu & Wilkes, 2018), government performance (C. Wang, 2016), and
political corruption (Zhang & Kim, 2018) — it is also uniquely affected
by crisis-specific factors. These include the perceived threat posed by
a crisis (Kritzinger et al., 2021), the desire to overcome a common
threat (Cai, 2023), perceptions of the performance of central institutions
during a crisis (Bol et al. 2021), attributions of crisis responsibility
(Chon & Fondren, 2019), and the belief in conspiracy theories related
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to crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Pummerer et al., 2022). A
key determinant of trust is the public’s perception of a government’s
response as inadequate or excessive (Rieger & Wang, 2022). This raises
the critical question of how citizens evaluate the scope and legitimacy of
government intervention during crises. At the heart of such evaluations
lie the public perceptions of government authority. As a relational force
that emerges through state—citizen interactions, government authority
is reflected in public perceptions of the legitimacy and rationality of
governmental directives or influence (Kustermans & Horemans, 2022).
That is, citizens’ trust in the government during crises is closely linked to
how they interpret the appropriateness and justification of governmental
control —whether the government is doing too much, too little, or
just enough. If the public believes that the government has effectively
designed and implemented response measures during a crisis such as
the COVID-19 pandemic and has clearly communicated information
about the same, it is more likely to view the government as proactive and
competent (Bavel et al., 2020; Han et al., 2023). However, noteworthily,
although the COVID-19 pandemic is a creeping crisis that may continue
to simmer long after its “hot phase” has ended (Boin et al., 2020), people
often perceive long-lasting restrictions and ongoing strict government
measures as unnecessary and harmful (Zeng, 2024). Over time, this risk
perception diminishes (Kritzinger et al., 2021).

Based on the above literature, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): A positive correlation exists between public
perceptions of government authority during crises and changes in trust in
the government.

Potential mediators between public perceptions of government
authority during crises and changes in trust in the government

Perceived social fairness

Perceived social fairness refers to an individual’s perception and
judgment of social fairness, including distributive, procedural, and
interactional fairness (S. Zhang, 2017; Hu et al., 2016). Regarding
procedural and interactional fairness, scholars have noted that during the
COVID-19 pandemic, citizens of some countries had to comply with
government mandates even if they disagreed with them (Yanagi et al.,
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2023). As government actions became more stringent, some citizens
attributed this to a disconnect between government decisions and the
public’s daily experiences. This disconnect was seen to stem from
socioeconomic privileges that set cabinet members apart from ordinary
citizens (Ranieri et al., 2024). In this context, the lack of opportunities
to participate in decision-making and express opinions is the primary
reason people perceive unfairness (Leventhal, 1980; Mazepus & Van
Leeuwen, 2020). Concerning distributive fairness, because disasters
affect communities differently, citizens closely observe what they receive
in comparison to others (X. Wu et al., 2017; Jost & Major, 2001). In
such cases, a government must carefully decide how to allocate aid
and respond to avoid raising concerns about the fairness of its actions
(Mazepus & Van Leeuwen, 2020; Starmans et al., 2017).

Management research indicates that fairness is the strongest
predictor of individuals’ trust in organizations (Cohen-Charash &
Spector, 2001; Hubbell & Chory-Assad, 2005; Jimenez & lyer, 2016).
If citizens experience strong relative deprivation, which refers to
perceiving themselves as worse off compared to a certain standard
and is accompanied by feelings of anger and resentment (Smith et al.,
2012), and are influenced by biased perceptions in their understanding
of fairness (Gurr, 2015; Cappelen et al., 2021; Konow, 2000), their
likelihood of appreciating the government and granting it legitimacy
significantly decreases (Mazepus & Van Leeuwen, 2020). A lack of
perceived fairness —that is, being treated equally in society —can
precipitate distrust in the government, especially during crises (Meredith
et al. 2007; Han et al. 2023). Accordingly, we proposed the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Perceived social fairness has a mediating effect on
the relationship between the perception of government authority during
crises and changes in trust in the government.

Subjective well-being

An underestimated consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic
was the damage to well-being (Martinez et al., 2022). In Europe, the
pandemic’s negative impact on well-being was 3.5 times greater than
the GDP loss when measured in monetary terms (Allas et al., 2020). In
addition to the direct damage caused by the pandemic, measures taken
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by governments—such as banning social gatherings, closing schools
and workplaces, and restricting travel and movement (Wood et al., 2022;
Ganesan et al., 2021)—harmed citizens’ well-being by directly hindering
the social intimacy crucial for maintaining positive mental health (de
Lima et al., 2020; Greyling et al., 2021). This harm could be measured
objectively and subjectively. The latter, which refers to individuals’ self-
reported emotional and psychological state, could be defined as subjective
well-being (Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1999). Although citizens expected
governments to play a larger role during the COVID-19 crisis (Shepherd
& Kay, 2012), studies have shown that the implementation of lockdowns
led to deteriorations in mental health and well-being (Sibley et al., 2020; S.
X. Zhang et al., 2020). While adherence to quarantine orders was essential
for controlling the spread of COVID-19, those who were isolated or ill
may have faced social exclusion or avoidance by others (Ganesan et al.,
2021). Furthermore, these measures may have increased the likelihood of
issues threatening well-being, such as domestic violence, anti-restriction
protests, depression, and anxiety (Ertan et al., 2020; Ramirez & Wood,
2024; Onyeaka et al., 2021).

Research has identified three relatively independent components of
subjective well-being: positive affect, negative affect, and life satisfaction
(Scarpa et al., 2021; Diener, 1984). Scholars have noted that measures
such as lockdowns, aimed at combatting a pandemic, can trigger negative
emotions such as tension and fear among citizens while reducing
opportunities to restore positive emotional resources, These issues affect
citizens’ trust in the government (Restubog et al., 2020; Vasilopoulos
et al., 2023). Additionally, individuals with higher life satisfaction are
more likely to trust their government (Ng et al., 2022). However, the
COVID-19 pandemic and its response policies significantly limited
social contact, reducing individuals’ interactions with friends and family
and minimizing their contact with colleagues at work (Bittmann, 2022).
These had a substantial impact on the social and psychological health of
the global human population and were expected to affect its overall life
satisfaction (Diener, 2012; Windsteiger et al., 2022).

In numerous studies, subjective well-being has been used as a proxy
indicator of quality of life (Haas, 1999; Costanza et al., 2007; Easterlin,
2003). It is influenced by factors positioned higher up in the cognitive
hierarchy (Land et al., 2012) such as public perceptions of social policies
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(Wong et al., 2006). One empirical study found that when people
perceive social policies as fairer, their subjective well-being increases
(Sun & Xiao, 2012). This aligns with the view that people are more
likely to report lower levels of well-being when they notice higher levels
of inequality (Alesina et al., 2004). Thus, a sense of fairness is closely
related to subjective well-being (Ugur, 2021). Moreover, perceived social
fairness functions as a bridge between inequality and subjective well-
being (Shaw & Olson, 2014; Starmans et al., 2017). Living in a highly
unequal environment can trigger feelings of unfairness and lead to
reductions in subjective well-being (Ugur, 2021). Therefore, perceived
social fairness, as a higher-order cognition, influences subjective well-
being (Tortia, 2008). Accordingly, we proposed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Subjective well-being has a mediating effect on
the relationship between the perception of government authority during
crises and changes in trust in the government.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b): Perceived social fairness is significantly
positively correlated with subjective well-being.

Hypothesis 3c (H3c): Perceived social fairness and subjective
well-being have a chain mediating effect on the relationship between
the perception of government authority and changes in trust in the
government during crises.

Method

Data and sampling

This study used data from the 2021 China General Social Survey
(CGSS), a comprehensive nationwide project initiated in 2003. The CGSS
collects information at the social, community, family, and individual
levels to capture a wide range of social, political, economic, and
cultural dynamics in China. It is a collaborative effort involving Renmin
University of China and other Chinese academic institutions, representing
China’s first nationwide, comprehensive, and continuous large-scale
social survey project. Currently, the CGSS dataset is the primary source
of research on Chinese society, with widespread applications in academic
research, teaching, and government policymaking. The 2021 CGSS
dataset, officially released on March 31, 2023, was collected during
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the period when China implemented its strict Zero-COVID policy. It
included a thematic module that thoroughly documented the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on various aspects of Chinese society, particularly
on individual behaviors and attitudes. Using a multi-stage stratified
probability sampling method, the 2021 CGSS produced a dataset of 8,148
valid responses from 19 provinces, ensuring scientific rigor and national
representation.

Table 1 compares the demographic characteristics of the 2021 CGSS
sample with those reported in China’s Seventh National Population Census
(excluding Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan), focusing on gender, age,
ethnicity, and education level. The demographic breakdown of the 2021
CGSS sample is presented below: (1) The gender distribution comprised
45.15% male and 54.85% female participants; (2) The participants were
structured into three groups based on age categories: 0%, 64.05%, and
35.95% were 0-14 years old, 15-59 years old, and 60 years of age or
older, respectively; (3) Education levels ranged from no formal education
to postgraduate studies. The percentages were as follows: 20.51%
had a college or higher degree, 18.27% finished high school, 28.36%
completed middle school, 21.49% completed primary school, and 11.11%
had no formal education. Therefore, based on China’s Seventh National
Population Census data, the 2021 CGSS sample was highly representative
of the overall Chinese population.

Measures

Dependent variable

Changes in trust in the government were considered the dependent
variable. This variable was measured through two distinct aspects: trust
in the healthcare system and general trust in the government. China’s
healthcare system is an integral component of its state governance system
and is directly administered by the National Health Commission, which
operates under the leadership of the State Council (Central People’s
Government). In this context, the CGSS respondents were asked, “How
have the measures taken by our country in response to the COVID-19
pandemic affected your trust in the healthcare system or government?”
Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1, 2, 3, 4, and

5 denoted “significantly decreased,” “decreased slightly,” “remained
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Table 1. Balance Check of 2021 CGSS with China’s Seventh National
Population Census

CGSS The seventh National
Variable Ttem (2021) Population Census
Percent Frequency Percent
Gender Man 45.15 3679 51.24
Woman 54.85 4469 48.76
Age 0-14 years old 0 0 17.95
15-59 years old 64.05 5219 63.35
Age 60 and above 35.95 2929 18.70
Education College or above 20.51 1671 15.46
High school 18.27 1489 15.09
Middle school 28.36 2311 34.51
Primary school 21.49 1751 24.77
Illiterate 11.11 905 10.17
Missing 0.26 21 -
Nationality ~ Han 92.64 7548 91.11
Others 7.36 600 8.89
Total 100 8148 100

Note: This study used the data from the 2021 China General Social Survey (CGSS), a project
led by the China Survey and Data Center at Renmin University of China. The author greatly
acknowledges the valuable support provided by the institution and its team in facilitating
access to the data, assuming full responsibility for the content and interpretations presented in
this study.

unchanged,” “increased slightly,” and “significantly increased,”
respectively. The reliability of these measures was confirmed by a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82, supporting their combined use as a single
factor.

Independent variable

The perception of government authority during crises was considered
the independent variable. In this regard, the CGSS respondents were
asked the following initial question: “During the severe phase of the
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pandemic, do you believe our government had the authority to undertake
the following actions?” Subsequently, they were asked to rate their
agreement with eight specific measures: closing businesses or workplaces,
mandating people to stay at home, utilizing digital tracking for infected
individuals, enforcing mask-wearing, and prohibiting public gatherings.
Their ratings were based on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (definitely does
not have authority) to 4 (definitely has authority). The reliability of these
combined scales, indicated by a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.78, suggested that
these items could be effectively treated as a single factor.

Mediating variable

Our first mediating variable was perceived social fairness. This was
obtained by measuring responses to the following question: “Overall, do
you think that today’s society is fair or unfair?” Responses were measured
using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 and 5 indicated “completely unfair”
and “completely fair,” respectively.

Our second mediating variable was subjective well-being. In the
2021 CGSS, this was measured using the Subjective Well-being Scale for
Chinese Citizens (SWBS-CC20) (Xing, 2003). This scale is a validated
instrument for studies of urban residents in mainland China and has been
widely used by many scholars (B. Wang et al., 2023; J. Zhang et al., 2022;
X. Li et al., 2022). Therefore, we adopted it to measure subjective well-
being. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with
21 statements (details of these statements/items are shown in Appendix 1).
Each item was scored using a 6-level scoring system where points 1, 2, 3,
4, 5, and 6 corresponded with “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” “slightly
disagree,” “slightly agree,” “agree,” and “strongly agree,” respectively;
statements 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17, 18, and 20 were scored inversely.
After adjusting for reverse-coded items, the statements were combined

LIS

into a single variable by calculating their average score. A higher average
score indicated better well-being. The Cronbach’s alpha for these 21
items was 0.83, indicating good reliability and validating their treatment
as a single factor in our analysis.

Control variables

Control variables included gender, age, educational attainment,
perceived social class, physical health status, vaccine awareness, and
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media usage frequency. Research indicates that older individuals having
higher educational levels, higher social class, and better health tend to
have greater trust in the government and report higher satisfaction with
public services (Christensen & Lagreid, 2005; Gozgor, 2022; Zhou et al.,
2021). Gender and vaccine awareness are also relevant to understanding
an individual’s trust in the government (McDermott & Jones, 2022;
Moucheraud et al., 2021). Additionally, the frequency of media use is
a significant predictor of political disaffection and government efficacy
(Pinkleton & Austin, 2002).

Thus, we considered gender a dummy variable, with values of 1 and
0 representing “male” and “female,” respectively. Age was a continuous
variable calculated by subtracting a respondent’s birth year from the
survey year. Educational attainment was deemed a categorical variable;
values of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 represented “no formal education,” “primary
school,” “junior high school,” “high school,” and “college or above,”
respectively. Perceived social class was an ordinal variable, with values
ranging from 1 to 10; scores of 10 and 1 represented the highest and
lowest levels of perceived social class, respectively. Physical health status
was assessed via a specific inquiry designed to gauge an individual’s self-
assessed health condition; respondents were asked, “How do you assess
your current physical health status?”” Their answer choices were provided
on a detailed 5-point Likert scale to differentiate the levels of health.
The values on this scale were 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, which corresponded to
“extremely unhealthy,” “slightly unhealthy,” “moderately healthy,” “very
healthy,” and “extremely healthy,” respectively. Vaccine awareness was
quantified using a 5-point Likert scale based on responses to the prompt,
“Do you agree with the following statements about vaccines?” The scale
included two key statements: “Overall, the disadvantages of vaccination
outweigh the benefits,” and “Gaining immunity through illness is

29 6.

preferable to vaccination.” In the original questionnaire, the measurement
of this variable was reverse-coded. After adjustment, a higher score
indicated a higher perception of vaccine benefits. Further, media usage
frequency reflected how frequently individuals had engaged in various
media activities in the past year. In this regard, respondents were asked
the following question: “Over the past year, how frequently have you
used the following types of media?” The assessed media types included
newspapers, magazines, radio, television, internet (including mobile
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internet), and subscription-based mobile news services. Each media
type was rated on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 signified

ER N3 99 ¢

“never,” “rarely,” “occasionally,” “frequently,” and “very frequently,”

respectively.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for our primary study
variables. The mean scores were notably high for the following variables:
perception of government authority during crises (mean = 3.916/4,
SD = 0.225), perceived social fairness (mean = 3.457/5, SD = 0.972),
subjective well-being (mean = 5.116/7, SD=1.008), changes in trust in
the government (mean = 4.514/5, SD = 0.691), physical health status
(mean = 3.482/5, SD = 1.093), vaccine awareness (mean = 3.912/5, SD
= 0.805), and media usage frequency (mean = 2.714/5, SD = 0.905). In
contrast, perceived social class (mean = 4.282/10, SD = 1.866) reflected
lower public perceptions of their own social standing. The average age of
the survey respondents was 51.6 years, with a standard deviation of 17.5.
In terms of gender distribution, 45.15% of the respondents were male and
54.85% were female. Their educational levels varied: 11.11%, 21.49%,
28.36%, 18.27%, and 20.51% had no formal education, had completed
primary education, had completed middle school, had completed high
school, and had completed college education or had a higher educational
level, respectively.

Mediating model of perceived social fairness and subjective well-
being

We employed the hierarchical multiple regression analysis method
proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) to test the mediating effects of
perceived social fairness and subjective well-being on the perception
of government authority during crises and changes in trust in the
government. Additionally, the mediation effects between these variables
were tested using a bootstrap analysis using Hayes’ (2012) SPSS Macro
Model 6 (which is designed for chain mediation models). The results of
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables (N = 8,148)

Variable Mean S;i?i?;i Minimum Maximum
Perception of government 3916 0.225 1.375 4
authority during crises
Perceived social fairness 3.457 0.972 1 5
Subjective well-being 5.116 1.008 1 7
Changes in trust 4.514 0.691 1 5
in government
Social class 4.282 1.866 1 10
Physical health status 3.482 1.093 1 5
Vaccine awareness 3.912 0.805 1 5
Media usage frequency 2.714 0.905 1 5
Age 51.644 17.574 18 99

Variable Item Frequency Percent
Gender Male 3679 45.15

Female 4469 54.85
Education [lliterate 905 11.11
Primary school 1751 21.49
Middle school 2311 28.36
High school 1489 18.27
College or above 1671 20.51
Missing 21 0.26
Total 8148 100

Note: The CGSS (2021) dataset included 8,148 valid samples as reported by official sources.

our analysis are presented in Tables 3 and 4.

When controlling for age, gender, education level, perceived
social class, physical health status, vaccine awareness, and media
usage frequency, Model 7 revealed a significant positive correlation
between changes in trust in the government and the perception of
government authority during crises (B = 0.587, p < 0.001), supporting
HI1. As indicated in Model 2, the path coefficient from the perception
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Table 4. Mediating Effect of Perceived Social Fairness and Subjective Well-
Being on Perception of Government Authority during Crises and Changes in
Trust in the Government

Effect value ~ Boot SE Boot CI lower Boot CI upper

Total effect 0.5947 0.0654 0.4664 0.7230

Total indirect effect 0.0338 0.0121 0.0120 0.0599

Indirect path 1 0.0165 0.0080 0.0026 0.0336

Indirect path 2 0.0158 0.0081 0.0013 0.0329

Indirect path 3 0.0016 0.0011 0.0000 0.0041
Notes:

Indirect Path 1: Indirect effects of the perception of government authority during crises on
changes in trust in the government through perceived social fairness.

Indirect Path 2: Indirect effects of the perception of government authority during crises on
changes in trust in the government through subjective well-being.

Indirect Path 3: Indirect effects of the perception of government authority during crises on
changes in trust in the government through perceived social fairness and subjective well-
being.

of government authority during crises to perceived social fairness was
0.189 (B = 0.189, p < 0.05), suggesting that perceptions of government
authority significantly predict perceived social fairness. In Model 8,
the path coefficient from perceived social fairness to changes in trust in
the government was 0.084 (fp = 0.084, p < 0.001), demonstrating that
perceived social fairness significantly predicts changes in trust in the
government. The partial mediation effect of perceived social fairness
was significant, with an effect size of B = 0.0165 and a 95% bootstrap
confidence interval of [0.0026, 0.0336], excluding zero. Thus, H2 was
supported.

According to Model 4, the path coefficient from the perception
of government authority during crises to subjective well-being was
0.242 (B = 0.242, p < 0.001), indicating that perception of government
authority significantly predicts subjective well-being. In Model 9, the
path coefficient from subjective well-being to changes in trust in the
government was 0.086 (B = 0.086, p < 0.01), indicating that subjective
well-being significantly predicts changes in trust in the government. The
partial mediation effect of subjective well-being was also significant, with
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an effect size of f = 0.0158 and a 95% bootstrap confidence interval of
[0.0013, 0.0329], excluding zero. Thus, H3a was supported.

In Model 5, the path coefficient from perceived social fairness to
subjective well-being was 0.110 (B = 0.110, p < 0.001), which indicated
that perception of higher social fairness significantly enhance subjective
well-being, thus supporting H3b. Additionally, we found a significant
serial mediation effect of perceived social fairness and subjective well-
being on the relationship between the perception of government authority
during crises and changes in trust in the government, with an effect size
of B=0.0016 and a 95% bootstrap confidence interval of [0.0000, 0.0041],
excluding zero. Thus, H3c was supported.

Discussion

Trust in the government is a core issue in political science and public
administration research (Chanley et al., 2000; Grimmelikhuijsen &
Knies, 2017). This study used representative data from the 2021 Chinese
General Social Survey (CGSS) to explore the relationship between the
perception of government authority during crises and changes in trust in
the government. We discovered that subjective well-being and perceived
social fairness had chain mediation effects on this relationship (as shown
in Figure 1). These findings provide valuable empirical insights into how
public trust in the government is shaped by the perception of government
authority during crises. Importantly, we focused on the attitudinal and
perceptual dimensions of trust, rather than making claims about actual
government responsiveness or institutional performance. Thus, this study
expands the current understanding of government-public interactions
during crisis management and suggest potential pathways to enhance
government satisfaction and trust in the context of a crisis.

Research indicates that public trust in the government generally
increases when the government effectively manages crises (Rieger &
Wang, 2022). We further confirmed that public perceptions of government
authority during crises are significantly and positively correlated with
changes in trust in the government. Thus, in times of crisis, citizens
who expect increased government intervention tend to have higher
levels of trust in the government. When an important issue is perceived
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B=0.110%*+

Perceived social fairness > bjective well-being

B=0.242%++

Perception of
government authority
during crises

Changes in trust in
B=0.557+** government

Note: Values on the paths are path coefficients. * p < 0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001.
Figure 1. Chain Mediation Effect of Perceived Social Fairness and

Subjective Well-Being on the Relationship between Perception of
Government Authority during Crises and Changes in Trust in the
Government

as increasingly complex, the public is more likely to psychologically
transfer the responsibility of addressing it to the government (Shepherd &
Kay, 2012; Kay et al., 2008). Crises bring significant threats and distress
to the public, leading them to be more willing to trust the government to
handle the concomitant challenges (Peterson, 2000).

In addition to the direct effects mentioned above, this study explored
the indirect effects of perceived social fairness and subjective well-being
on the relationship mentioned above. Three specific mediation paths
were identified: the first used perceived social fairness as a mediator,
the second used subjective well-being as a mediator, and the third used
a chain mediation pathway involving both perceived social fairness and
subjective well-being as mediators. The first pathway indicated that
perceived social fairness partially mediates the relationship mentioned
above. Specifically, as the government often acts as a provider of aid
during crises, the affected public tends to rely on it, heightening their
expectations of fairness and justice within the given social system
(Mazepus & Van Leeuwen, 2020). Hence, they are more likely to trust the
government when they believe they are being treated equally with respect
to others in society (Han et al., 2023).

The second pathway found that subjective well-being partially
mediates the relationship mentioned above. Subjective well-being is
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typically stable and not significantly influenced by environmental factors
(Lucas & Donnellan, 2007). However, unlike “fast-burning” crises, the
COVID-19 pandemic, as a creeping crisis (Zaki, 2024), could persist and
develop over an extended period (Rosenthal et al., 2001), leading people’s
values to shift toward a greater emphasis on security (Boin et al., 2020;
Bojanowska et al., 2021). Such a shift could further impact subjective
well-being (Bojanowska et al., 2021). Clearly, if the public believes that
the government’s restrictive measures effectively meet its safety-related
needs, its subjective well-being will significantly improve. Additionally,
we found a positive correlation between the public’s subjective well-
being and changes in their trust in the government. Considering that the
relationship between citizens and the government is typically viewed
as contractual (Rubin, 2012), this finding can be interpreted using the
happiness contract model (Esaiasson et al., 2020). Specifically, since the
government is responsible for ensuring a satisfactory level of well-being
for its citizens (Esaiasson et al., 2020), citizens perceive the government’s
action as a breach of its contract when their subjective well-being falls
below expectations (Lodge & Taber, 2013; Esaiasson et al., 2020). This
results in the citizens’ reluctance to support and follow government
directives (Esaiasson et al., 2020), further undermining the government’s
legitimacy (Mizrahi et al., 2023; Levi et al., 2009).

The third pathway indicated that the chain relationship between
perceived social fairness and subjective well-being mediates the
relationship mentioned above. In this regard, scholars have pointed to
a fundamental connection between fairness and well-being (Scarpa et
al., 2021). Research has demonstrated that this connection is primarily
mediated by perceived fairness (Ugur, 2021). Building on prior research,
we found that citizens who support government intervention during crises
tend to perceive greater social fairness. This enhances subjective well-
being, which subsequently increases public trust in the government.

This study has several limitations. First, while our chain mediation
model, developed through data analysis, offers new insights into how
public perceptions of government authority during crises influence
changes in trust in the government, its explanatory power remains
unstable. Although the model is theoretically supported by the literature,
it is largely data-driven and requires validation in different cultural and
environmental contexts. Second, since this study relied on secondary data
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collected by other researchers, the measurement of key variables may not
have fully aligned with our research design. Future studies can address
this limitation by utilizing customized data collection methods.

Third, the statistical approach used to test the mediating effects has
certain limitations. For the test, we relied primarily on the traditional
procedure of Baron and Kenny (1986), supplemented by Hayes’
bootstrapping method designed for chain mediation analysis. Although
these methods are widely used in applied social science research, they are
not without criticisms. As noted by Imai et al. (2010), Baron and Kenny’s
(1986) framework is grounded in a linear structural equation modeling
(LSEM) tradition that requires strong identification assumptions,
including sequential ignitability, which may not always hold at the level
of observational data and are rarely testable in practice. Future research
could address this limitation by adopting more rigorous causal inference
techniques, such as causal mediation analysis and sensitivity analysis,
which offer greater flexibility in modeling both mediators and outcomes,
accommodate nonlinear relationships, and explicitly assess the robustness
of the mediation effects.
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Appendix 1

Subjective Well-being Scale for Chinese
Citizens (SWBS-CC20)

in
an

The following items are related to something you have encountered
life or your attitudes toward life. Please read each question carefully
d give an answer to it as soon as possible according to your intuition.

Six options (ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”) are
provided.

. The society is providing us with more and more opportunities.
. My wisdom grows with age, making me stronger and more capable.
. Most life goals keep me feeling refreshed instead of making me

depressed.

4.1 often feel that I am just being alive, not living a life.

18.

. I don’t know the meaning of my life.
. I often feel that there must be something wrong with some of my

physical organs.

. I feel contented with my life when I compare myself with those around

me.

. I am satisfied with my family income.
. I am often annoyed by trifling matters.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

I am greatly worried about my health.

I often find it very difficult for me to make friends with someone else.
I like myself.

I think that most people have more friends than I do.

I really enjoy being with my family.

I am not as lucky as the people around me.

I have great confidence in the development of the society.

I feel that I do not receive what I deserve when compared to those
around me.

It takes me a long time to get over unhappy experiences.
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19. I am happy to find that I’'m becoming more and more mature.

20. Sometimes, | find it very hard to communicate with other family
members.

21. I am satisfied with the natural environment around me.
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