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KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 �China is building a new model of social governance that merges Mao-era 
grassroots mobilization with digital surveillance and party-led service delivery. 
This model is not just about repression, but about reshaping society to internalize 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) norms.

	 �China’s leadership oversees a party-state apparatus that is bigger, better 
organized and resourced than ever before. Xi Jinping is focused on further 
expanding the CCP’s presence in private companies, urban communities and villages. 

	 �A complex of institutions is tasked with promoting party hegemony in society. 
New rules and agencies, such as the Central Society Work Department established 
in 2023, seek to reinsert the party into new sectors of the economy, workforce and 
volunteer organizations that had developed beyond its reach.

	 �The party state’s modernization of social governance fuses improving social 
services with tighter political control. Providing better, locally adapted public 
services is part of officials’ community work, but the system of provision also works to 
ensure citizens abide by party-set political rules as well as state laws.

	 �Political-ideological education is promoted to prevent a diversity of political 
views and efforts to self-organize. Party building efforts, patriotic campaigns and 
political control come together at grassroots levels to mobilize officials, citizens, 
entrepreneurs and the youth to support a party-defined vision for Chinese society. 

	 �Enormous resources are being poured into molding society and expanding 
grassroots surveillance. The new social governance approach relies on various 
frameworks like the “grid management” system and the “Fengqiao experience” to 
generate a high party presence at neighborhood level. These frameworks are meant 
to maintain social peace by running grassroots campaigns, mobilizing volunteers, 
fostering self-correction and resolving issues at local level.

	 �The new social governance approach aims to ensure Chinese society’s readiness 
to struggle. In a time of slowing economic growth and geopolitical friction, citizens 
and entrepreneurs are asked to contribute to – and, if necessary, sacrifice for – the 
greater good of modernization and national rejuvenation.

	 �The CCP’s expanded grassroots presence is a source of authoritarian resilience. 
The party state’s combined delivery of care, ideological conviction and coercion has 
been effective at keeping social fragmentation and dissent at bay. 

	 �Maintaining party presence and steerage is a challenging and costly endeavor. 
Bringing society at large in line requires significant human resources and does not 
equal full buy-in and commitment. Despite decreasing government finances, the party 
still needs to deliver tangible benefits, especially for younger generations. 

	 �This has implications for international stakeholders: ever-stronger party steerage 
in corporate management, increased ideological alignment and repression of dissent, 
growing external defensiveness, as well as renewed efforts in social policy to maintain 
public support.
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The CCP’s mission to align all of society requires day to day presence
From classroom to boardroom the party is strengthening its reach into society

Students learn to love the party and the country

“Fengqiao”-style policing means going 
     to citizens to resolve issues at the local level

Grid workers and volunteers 
                  serve and monitor    
                   their communities

Delivery drivers and gig workers 
          should form party cells 
               and help monitor communities

             Patriotic entrepreneurship 
                   means aligning with 
                            national goals 
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NEW CHALLENGES PROPEL A RETURN TO THE GRASSROOTS 

Today, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is larger, better organized and resourced than 
ever before. CCP general secretary and president Xi Jinping’s first term in power was dedi-
cated to centralizing power and bringing the state under party guidance. The second term 
focused on establishing macro-steerage over the private economy, especially big tech com-
panies and strategic sectors. Now in his third term, China’s leader is seeking to expand the 
party’s grassroots presence at the lowest levels of social organization, in urban communi-
ties, private companies and villages. 

The CCP leadership regards governing the people and keeping society “harmonious”, sta-
ble and united as a core task. Under CCP general secretaries Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin 
and Hu Jintao, the party’s influence in society was weakened. This was not a conscious 
policy choice, but a byproduct of swift economic and social transformation set in motion 
by the reform and opening policy. Rapid change lessened the party’s presence in daily life, 
which during Mao’s era wielded control over everything from job assignments to housing 
and marriage decisions. The state-owned sector had an immense role in organizing com-
munities. Its slimming down further opened up room for a private sphere in society. 

Under Xi’s guidance, the party is now systematically reinstated into all layers and spheres 
of society. In the eyes of the leadership, increased mobility and pluralization have led to so-
cial dispersion (离散化), fragmentation (碎片化) and hidden ruptures (隐性断裂) in soci-
ety. The past decade has seen a new ambition to penetrate daily life, both online and offline 
to counter this trend.1 During the 2025 National People’s Congress, Xi stressed the need to 
strengthen “society work” (社会工作一定要加强) as a key responsibility of local officials.2 

Social governance (社会治理) is seen through the lens of socio-political stability, regime 
security and national interests. The new White Paper on “National Security in the new Era” 
released in May 2025 acknowledges that China’s society is undergoing profound changes, 
requiring stronger efforts in social governance to build a modern, vibrant and well-ordered 
society.3 In state media, frequent praise is voiced for patriotic entrepreneurs who support 
national technology ambitions. China’s education sector is reshaped around notions of pa-
triotism. A new law on ethnic unity is underway, aimed at building “a strong sense of na-
tional identity, reinforcing the Chinese people as one cohesive community.”4 These are all 
indicators of how important a loyal and politically aligned citizenry is to the party.

A multitude of proactive, largely human-driven social governance initiatives currently un-
derway are designed to revive the impact of party-state rules on daily conduct for business-
es and individuals. At grassroots levels, party-building, patriotism, and control come to-
gether to mobilize officials, citizens, entrepreneurs and the youth to support party-defined 
visions for Chinese society. Such localized initiatives play a key role in building resilient 
party state systems and a supportive citizenry to prevent security and stability challenges 
from emerging. 

The vigorous drive to establish party leadership across all spheres down to the individual 
level is also a response to socio-economic stress and latent political disillusionment. Such 
frictions are widespread, especially in parts of the private sector and urban population, 
who were hit hard by the enforcement of China’s intrusive zero-Covid policies. 

The party is now 
reinstated into all 
spheres of society
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Most importantly, the CCP’s quest to reassert ideological primacy is serving the big vision of 
achieving Chinese-style modernization and national rejuvenation. In times of geopolitical 
headwinds, slowing growth and a structural transformation of the economic model and la-
bor market, maintaining loyalty to the party and a general readiness to struggle for national 
goals is seen as vital for China’s path. 

THE GUIDING PRINCIPLE: “THE PARTY LEADS ON EVERYTHING”

Early on, Xi focused on establishing personal power through anti-corruption campaigns 
and deep structural reforms to reintegrate the party and state systems.5 Legal codification 
of party leadership – from the Constitution to lower-level regulations – has been systemat-
ic, and most statutes now explicitly reference it. 

Subsequently, from the late 2010’s, a new phase of party and social governance began, fo-
cused on ensuring discipline and alignment throughout the CCP itself. “Xi Jinping Thought” 
provides a vision of how the party should deepen its social reach so its views on social and 
economic organization are followed through at local levels. Maximum internal alignment is 
regarded as necessary for the mission to turn China into a powerful, self-reliant, geopoliti-
cal player and realize Xi’s vision for China’s modernization.

Xi’s vision of modernization 

Chinese-style modernization and national 
rejuvenation have been the twin goals at the center 
of Xi Jinping Thought. This vision is built on party 
loyalty and the premise that only the CCP and 
its central leadership can ever lead the Chinese 
people. This comes with a new-found confidence 
in the effectiveness and even superiority of China’s 
political system and governance model, contrasting 
Xi’s “whole-process democracy” with dysfunctional 
Western democracies.6 

The goal is a China that is:

  �Largely self-reliant, an economic, tech and scientific leader thanks to central party 
steering

  �Politically and ideologically secured through a unified, Han-centric national 
identity and CCP-defined values

  �Supported by loyal, self-motivated cadres and citizens that proactively implement 
party policies and ward off dissent

  �A global power that can enforce its interests, is a constructive shaper of global 
order and a model for developing nations
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XI’S MISSION IS TO STRENGTHEN IDEOLOGY AND DISCIPLINE THE PARTY

The push for alignment and loyalty is now being driven into the lowest capillaries of the 
party-state system, the frontline officials at local levels. Xi stressed grassroots work at the 
CCP’s 103rd anniversary events, saying establishing cells in “all new types of economic 
and social organizations” was key to “letting the banner of the party fly high across all parts 
of society.”7

With 5.2 million grassroots organizations and around 100 million party members, a lot of 
organizational power could be mobilized.8 The CCP has added almost 10 million new mem-
bers over the past decade. Today, one in 11 adult Chinese citizens is a CCP member, and 
the party views itself not as a political party as understood in liberal democracies, but as a 
social movement and a foundation of social order.

Members must follow guidance on how to be a good party member in the new era (做新时

代合格党员). They also face waves of disciplinary campaigns against corruption and polit-
ical offenses, ranging from failure to implement policies to reading the wrong books. The 
implicit distrust is revealed in increasing travel restrictions for cadres and officials.9 After 
internal rectification and self-revolution, disciplined cadres should take the political gos-
pel into society as part of “party building” work (党建).

Xi’s social governance project remolds society in the party’s image

Xi’s aim is to restore the party’s hegemony over wider Chinese society,10 in line with a Mao-
era slogan re-embraced into the party constitution in 2016: “Party, government, military, 
society, education; East, West, South and North, the party leads on everything”. The party 
should occupy the “controlling heights” of economy and politics and be organically inte-
grated into society.

True hegemony requires popular acceptance and support. To achieve “national rejuvena-
tion” by 2049, the centennial of the CCP’s rule over China, suppression should be a back-
stop not the norm. Educating and persuading the public of the CCP’s mission and ideology 
is therefore a central task. 

Social governance is increasingly viewed through the lens of security.11 Although the par-
ty stresses law-based governance, protection of citizen’s rights and interests, provision of 
public service and a guiding moral compass, a closer look at writings, institutional changes 
and policy initiatives show grassroots governance and administration are becoming more 
tightly integrated with propaganda work, digital surveillance and the security forces. 

Digital surveillance built up over 30 years has created one of the world’s most powerful po-
licing apparatuses, a preventative structure that is seamlessly integrated in citizens’ daily 
lives.12 Yet the human side of the new social governance system is equally important, as 
party members can play a proactive role in transmitting norms, values and expectations as 
well as collecting information. 

True hegemony 
requires popular 
acceptance and 
support
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THE INSTITUTIONAL MACHINERY OF GRASSROOTS HEGEMONY

Establishing hegemonic social control means making the party line a policy standard; lead-
ing narratives in media and public discourse; reshaping education; and having a presence 
in private enterprises, civil organizations, neighborhoods and religious and ethnic commu-
nities. And having the monitoring capacity to step in when push back or risks arise. 

A vast bureaucracy is tasked with the many aspects of this all-of-society project. Institutional 
changes reveal policy concerns and perceived areas of friction, as evidenced by a greater focus on 
private enterprises, education, and citizens at large. Taken together, these projects aim to bring 
all aspects of social organization into alignment with the leadership’s vision of Chinese society. 

Exhibit 1

Sources: MERICS, based on official CCP websites and media reporting
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The CCP’s hegemony maintenance system  
Various entities are tasked with safeguarding ideological leadership and ensuring all-round presence

Central Leading Small Group for Education
中央教育工作领导小组

Central Leading Small Group for the  
Party’s Mass Line Education and Activities
中央党的群众路线教育实践活动领导小组

Central Leading Small Group for  
Cultural System Reform
中央文化体制改革工作领导小组

Education

Central United Front Work Department
中共中央统一战线工作部

Central Society Work Department 
中央社会工作部

Central Coordination Groups  
on Xinjiang & Tibet
中央新疆工作协调小组 ,  
中央西藏工作协调小组

Central Leading Small Group  
for Hong Kong and Macao
中央港澳工作领导小组

All of society work 

Central Commission for  
Discipline Inspection
中共中央纪律检查委员会

Central Leading Small Group  
for Party Building
中央党的建设工作领导小组

Central Leading Small Group for Inspection
中央巡视工作领导小组

Central Anti-Corruption Coordination Group
中央反腐败协调小组

Party building & discipline

Central Propaganda Department
中共中央宣传部

Central Commission for Cybersecurity  
and Informatization
中中央网络安全和信息化委员会

Central Leading Small Group on 
Propaganda, Ideology and Culture Work 
中央宣传思想文化工作领导小组

Ideology

Central National Security Commission
中央国家安全委员会

Central Political and Legal Affairs 
Commission
中共中央政法委员会

Coordination Group for the Construction 
of a Peaceful China
平安中国建设协调小组

Security
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A complex of institutions is tasked with party-building and ideology work

The bureaucracy built around social control and party-building work has become its own 
institutional network. At the central party level, key commissions, leading small groups 
(LSGs) and central work departments are tasked with achieving grassroots hegemony (see 
exhibit 1). Together, they cover a broad range of issues: maintaining security and ideolog-
ical primacy; party building and discipline; party steerage in the private sector; education 
and culture; policies relating to ethnic and religious groups as well as molding society at 
large. These central party organs are mirrored at all administrative levels and guide the 
work of state administrations, from the State Council down to village level. 

The institutional framework for carrying out political education and all-of-society efforts 
has been expanded, including through the establishment of the Society Work Department, 
which now sits alongside the United Front Work Department (UFWD) as a ministry-like 
department under the central party leadership. The UFWD is mostly known abroad for its 
foreign influence work. Its main domestic tasks are to safeguard national sovereignty, se-
curity and national interests by building popular support for the party.13 Its primary targets 
are non-CCP social groups, key individuals, and non-state organizations, such as the eight 
democratic parties, ethnic minorities, religious groups, intellectuals and private business-
es. The UFWD has front-line workers pushing party ideology and political education in so-
cial spheres where the party lacks control. The goal is to build alliances (i.e. a united front 
behind the party) and fight “hostile forces at home and abroad.”14 

The Society Work Department was created to extend the CCP’s reach 

The Society Work Department (SWD) was established in March 202315  – shortly after the 
end of zero-Covid policies in January that year and the ‘A4 protests’ in late 2022. It is a new 
central party organ tasked with party building in small enterprises and industry associa-
tions, guiding volunteer work and overseeing petitions from aggrieved citizens.16 Its powers 
and competencies make clear it exists to facilitate control over communities and non-pub-
lic organizations such as private enterprises and associations where existing styles of unit-
ed front-work fall short. It represents a new approach to the private sector, where political 
trust has been shaken by bankruptcies, debt, employment and wage issues. 

The SWD is tasked with supervising the general direction of social governance at grassroots 
levels and also channels information upwards on local conditions and tensions. By Febru-
ary 2024, all provinces had set up SWDs, which was a task given to provincial, municipal, 
and county-level party committees.17 The SWD can be expected to take a stronger role in 
community-level party building, even if responsibilities overlap with other structures.

The SWD has three main functions:

	 �It will be linked with party committees and party cells to promote party building in 
private and mixed-ownership enterprises, industry associations and chambers of com-
merce.18 It must strengthen party-building work among new employment groups and 
“small, individual, and specialized” enterprises, which covers about 97 percent of all 
businesses, as there are 170 million registered small and micro enterprises and individ-
ual industrial and commercial households.19

The institutional 
framework for 
carrying out political 
education has been 
expanded
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	� Ensuring the party steers the civic realm of non-profit social organizations and volun-
teers. The SWD seems designed to curtail networks outside of CCP and promote and 
harness citizens’ willingness to contribute to the public good.20 Qiushi, the party’s main 
theory outlet, estimates there are 235 million registered volunteers at grassroots levels, 
who are key potential assets for civil society under party state guidance.21 

	� Notably, the SWD now oversees the National Petitioning Bureau (国家信访局), which 
was subordinated to the new party structure in 2023. This positions it as a new institu-
tional base for responsive governance and a vantage point to identify social dissent.22 
This seems to be a direct response to the rise of conflicts, petitions and protests by dis-
gruntled workers and homeowners over wage losses, working conditions, payment de-
faults and lost savings. 

HOW THE CCP STRIVES TO EXERT OMNIPRESENT GUIDANCE 

From 2012, the new leadership around Xi Jinping put significant efforts into repressing 
what it deemed undesirable, reining in independent civil society, curbing advocacy in so-
cial or gender-related matters, restricting information flows, tightening control over ethic 
and religious groups and cutting ties with international actors – especially Western NGO 
– for fear of subversion. 

The focus is now shifting to fostering a mainstream national identity and day-to-day alignment 
of the private sector, workforce and citizens at large. Increasingly, the party state wants more 
than passive compliance, preferring proactive, vocal alignment and support. Since 2023, there 
has been a distinct turn to nationalism, patriotism and defense readiness as a source of social 
cohesion, with anti-Western undertones and a majority Han-centered ethnic identity. 

Patriotic entrepreneurship: aligning private firms with party goals

The party sees private firms as one of the “battle grounds” where party influence is lack-
ing. The private economy is low on resources and confidence, especially after the stringent 
zero-Covid measures. A cautious discussion has reignited among economists and officials 
about the party state’s control over the private sector, though it is marginal to central-level 
plans to penetrate the sector.23

The need for entrepreneurs to align with politics and follow the CCP’s leadership is stated 
in policies issued by central party organs and the state administration. In 2017, “patriotic 
entrepreneurs” were described as those who live up to their function as “accumulators of 
societal wealth” and strive to become an asset for national power.24 In 2019, they were 
urged to contribute to the declared state goal of returning China to global superpower sta-
tus.25 The real meaning of these pronouncements was felt by Alibaba and others a year 
later, as their businesses came under forceful political scrutiny.26

In smaller private firms, party cells are either completely absent or vary greatly in their 
activity levels, ranging from existing as defunct formalities to full integration with manage-
ment. The party center has been pushing for “dual coverage,” meaning party cells in every 
private firm are fully functioning. The 1993 Company Law required every organization with 
three or more party members to form a party group so the goal is not new. However, the 
level of enforcement and scale is, with the SWD apparently serving as the driving force to 
implement this change.

Increasingly, the 
party state wants 
more than passive 
compliance
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Recently, multiple new, detailed regulations have been issued to support the efforts, though 
party cell influence and expansion in private firms has been observable since 2012. Party 
cells’ responsibilities and functions were clarified by a 2019 regulation.27 A guideline from 
2021 makes party cells mandatory in firms with 50 or more employees, regardless of how 
many staff are party members. Cells are encouraged to recruit managerial personnel into 
the firms’ party group and to establish formal links with local government and party au-
thorities. The task list in the regulation includes:

	 �propagate the party’s guiding policies
	 �create cohesion and solidarity among employees
	 �protect all actors’ rights and interests (within the company)
	 �establish an advanced corporate culture
	 �promote healthy corporate development
	 �strengthen personal development of employees

More policies followed, proposing party building even by single person firms and among 
gig workers. The latter reflects the CCP’s efforts to map and adapt to the changing social 
and employment landscape. New forms of work in the platform economy have given rise to 
new labor rights issues. Recent years have seen a series of small-scale protests by delivery 
drivers about harsh work conditions.28 By establishing party presence here, the CCP effec-
tively preempts self-organization and instead takes the lead in resolving concerns on its 
own terms. The grassroots reach of delivery workers has now been identified as an asset: 
the state market regulator overseeing the gig economy issued a regulation on recruiting 
delivery workers for party building work and social surveillance.29 

Learning to struggle: patriotic education and defense readiness 

The party has released a series of policy plans, guidance documents and laws to foster 
patriotism, national security awareness and defense education. The current wave began in 
2019 with implementation outlines for promoting citizen morality and patriotic education, 
then school curricula reform plans in 2020 and 2021, the 2023 Patriotic Education Law 
and the 2024 National Defense Education Law. These measures were modeled on similar 
citizen morality plans and patriotic education measures in the 1990s to early 2000s. 

However, recent measures show a new level of ambition and a thirst for large-scale imple-
mentation. One notable trend is how education, from kindergarten to university, is being 
suffused with patriotic, national security and defense education through curricula reforms 
and new textbooks that stress Xi Jinping Thought and his concept of “comprehensive na-
tional security.”30 The goal is to instill the emerging generation with cultural confidence 
and loyalty to the party. Patriotic themes and ideological framings pop up across disci-
plines, even in biology textbooks talking about Chinese people’s “red genes.”31

Academia is undergoing changes too. Social scientists are tasked with helping build an 
“academic discourse system with Chinese characteristics” that sustains the party’s gover-
nance approach. More than 20 Xi Jinping Thought research centers and national security 
research centers have been established.32

As science and technology are central to Beijing’s strategy for innovation and self-reliance, 
scientists and research institutions are in the patriotic spotlight. Vice Premier Ding Xuex-
iang said in a speech at the National Science and Technology week in May 2024 that the 
“spiritual essence of scientists is patriotism.”33 The message: science and research are in-

Beijing has been 
fostering patriotism, 
national security 
awareness and 
defense education
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Exhibit 2

PRIVATE SECTOR SOCIETY

 
 

2012: Opinions on strengthening and 
improving the work of party building in 
non-publicly owned enterprises (trial) 

2014: Opinions on strengthening the  
establishment of service-oriented grassroots 
party organizations

Circular on the working expenses of party 
organizations in non-publicly owned  
enterprises

2019: Opinions on creating a better develop-
ment environment to support the reform and 
development of private enterprises

2020: Opinions on strengthening the United 
Front work of private economy in the new era

Regulations on the work of the Unified Front 
of the Communist Party of China

2023: Opinions on promoting the  
development and strengthening of the  
private economy

Guidelines for market supervisory authorities 
to carry out party building work in small and 
micro enterprises, individual businesses and 
professional markets

2016: Notice on promoting the coverage of 
party organizations and work in non-publicly 
owned enterprises and social organizations

2017: Opinions on creating a healthy growth 
environment for entrepreneurs and  
promoting excellent entrepreneurial spirit

2019: Implementation outline for civic  
morality construction in the new era

Implementation outline for patriotic  
education in the new era

2017: Opinions on strengthening urban and 
rural community governance

Opinions on strengthening ideological and 
political work in colleges and universities

2021: New era curriculum for Xi Jinping 
Thought on Socialism with Chinese  
Characteristics 

2023: Patriotic Education Law

2024: National Defense Education Law

2025: Ethnic Unity Law (in drafting)

Sources: MERICS, based on official announcements and news reporting
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China has integrated ideology in its policies and regulations for 
business and society  
Measures to promote party presence in the private sector and society from 2012–25

2013: Opinions on cultivating and practicing 
socialist core values

2015: Opinions on strengthening party 
building in social organizations (trial)
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struments for national development so scientists should actively support national objec-
tives. The shift is also felt in international exchanges and collaboration.

The renewed drive for patriotism and defense readiness extends to the general public, with 
a flurry of grassroots outreach and education campaigns. Residential communities and 
street committees are encouraged to organize exhibitions and lectures on national security 
and defense. More companies are giving new staff defense preparedness training. 34 The 
Ministry of State Security runs social media campaigns urging Chinese citizens to com-
bat espionage and catch spies.35 These campaigns often have a strong nationalist and an-
ti-Western undertone, making strategic use of an external threat narrative to build internal 
cohesion. 

“GRID-MANAGEMENT” ENSURES A STRONG LOCAL PRESENCE 

Xi’s leadership does not separate systems of public service and social control. They go hand 
in hand with the nation-wide grid-management system (set up from the mid-2000’s).36 New 
grassroots initiatives for self-management and correction have gained traction more recent-
ly, often under the governance slogan of the “Fengqiao experience.” 

As part of grid management, residential areas are divided into units – or grids – usually 
containing not more than a few hundred households. Grid workers assigned to each such 
unit are responsible for a variety of tasks. It helps provide better public services, but grid 
workers also surveil and report on residents’ suspicious behavior and give security forces a 
direct line of sight into communities. This level of control comes with huge costs and logis-
tical demands and requires constant all-of-system mobilization. Although a powerful tool 
of the party, the grid system is starting to show strains amid slowing economic growth and 
generational change. 

The financial burden of grid management

The grid management system has become a crucial part of China’s governance, combining 
grassroots administration, public service, surveillance and policing. It represents the clear-
est example yet of how China’s leaders want state-society relations to be organized. Pilot-
ed in localities in 2004, today it covers nearly all residential areas, officially at least, and 
involves a significant workforce. During the Covid-19 pandemic, authorities revealed that 
more than 4.5 million grid workers were engaged in implementing the strict quarantine 
rules.37 Xi endorsed grids as a basic supervision and management system, they expanded 
in the pandemic and are now a key governance mechanism drawing in vast resources.

The vision is for citizens to be managed according to standardized norms and regulations, 
rather than self-organizing and solving issues heterogeneously. Grid workers, and espe-
cially CCP members, are seen as mobilized actors of the party state, with hybrid roles and 
authority covering service provision and social stability. The system merges public service, 
conflict mediation among neighbors, surveillance and stability maintenance, policing, le-
gal work and more.38 Successful public service provision is equated with the absence of 
public security threats. 

The dual role of grid workers, as part of communities yet agents of the party state, makes 
the grid management system a powerful tool for steering citizens’ public conduct. One key 
objective is to solve issues directly at the administrative level, as locally as possible. This 

Public service and 
social control go 
hand in hand
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includes welfare, administrative services, dispute mediation, but also monitoring residents 
and reporting on suspicious activities and political dissent. Grid workers’ tasks39 include: 

	 �patrolling residential areas and documenting security hazards and damage 
	 �conducting license and safety checks on businesses, combating illegal parking
	 �keeping records on residents, supporting the police in joint checks on residents and 

businesses
	 �checking on residents of interest (older or disabled citizens, informants, individuals who 

have raised complaints, residents flagged as problematic, etc.)
	 �mediating complaints and neighbors’ disputes
	 �organizing public education on regulations, important events and new ideological cam-

paigns

The degree of involvement and resources grid workers have to serve (and control) their res-
idents depends on local finances. In theory, every grid worker should get training courses 
and be supported by volunteers. Most localities pay grid workers between CNY 2,000 and 
4,000 a month (ca. EUR 250 to 500), though affluent places like Shenzhen pay above the 
national average, at least CNY 5,400 and 5,600 (EUR 700-725), with an optional perfor-
mance bonus of CNY 1,500 and paid overtime. By contrast, Beijing’s Shunyi district offers 
average monthly pay of CNY 3,200.40  

Adding the cost of equipment, facilities, and training, the system is a giant investment in 
social stability and public service. The Shunyi district alone had around 4,500 grid workers 
registered in 2024, earning CNY 3,200 per month, so total salary costs were approximately 
CNY 172.8 million (ca. EUR 21 million). That equals public expenses of around CNY 133 
per capita for Shunyi’s 1.3 million residents. 

Extrapolating to the national level, at Shunyi levels, costs would be as high as CNY 186 
billion (ca. EUR 14,4 billion) a year.41 Salaries and equipment varies across China, but the 
numbers show the significant financial burden the system imposes on already strained lo-
cal public coffers. 

Public finances are one of the biggest challenges as it is. China is in the process of a mas-
sive restructuring of public debt. Public coffers in many places are strained, due to slowing 
growth. At the same time, the to-do lists for local governments outlined at this year’s NPC 
keeps getting longer: Boosting the private economy, consumption and technology develop-
ment, ensuring employment and welfare, maintaining social stability, necessitating strate-
gic choices and trade-offs between different policy goals.42

Grid management is 
a giant investment 
in social stability and 
public service
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Exhibit 3

Sources: MERICS, data from Beijing official government websites
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Promoting self-correction: the Fengqiao experience and citizen mobilization

Political mobilization of officials and citizens, informed by party ideology and education work, 
has become a central part of China’s community-based governance. Under the concept of the 
“Fengqiao experience”, officials and locals apply a form of self-governance to solve issues and 
conflicts at their level, though the process is strongly guided by directives and ideology from 
the central party-state. Described by the CCP’s theory journal ‘Qiushi’ as the “gold standard for 
Chinese governance,” this concept has been revived as a way to solve conflicts directly where 
they arise.43 It complements the grid management concept by bringing together grassroots 
community administration and outreach with local police and legal-judicial units.

Small issues don’t leave the village – big issues don’t leave the county*

The Fengqiao experience

The Fengqiao – or “Maple Bridge” – experience dates back to 1963, when Mao Zedong 
praised a successful “counter-revolutionary struggle” in Fengqiao district, Zhejiang 
province. The “mobilized masses,” led by local officials and instructed in Maoism, 
collectively identified and rounded up “reactionary elements.” 

In 2023, Xi praised this local-level approach to problem solving as an important tool 
for a secure, and peaceful China (平安中国).44 Fengqiao-style work creates awareness 
of “irregular and destabilizing behavior” and mobilizes officials and citizens against 
it. Everyone becomes a potential informer.

Linked to local police and community-level administration, it doubles as a public ser-
vice mechanism for dispute resolution and a surveillance and policing mechanism 
whose tasks include “preemptive action” and “ensuring party loyalty in communities.”

*Slogan from the Fengqiao experience exhibition in Zhuji city.

Fengqiao-experience activities typically include working with volunteers and instructing 
local citizens in ideological and legal matters, especially locally relevant new laws and 
regulations. Court officials travel around counties to mediate legal (or quasi-legal) disputes, 
e.g., on land use, licenses, or contract issues. For police stations, Fengqiao-style work gives 
additional flexibility towards dispute resolution and grassroots frictions, while opening up 
community-level governance to surveillance.

The main stated benefit is community-based political-legal education and mediation, but 
the Fengqiao experience doubles as a powerful political security mechanism. Its mass-mo-
bilization aspects monitor correct political awareness down to the personal level. Its revival 
shows how much the central level is focused on reestablishing habitual compliance and 
affirmation of the party by each individual and instilling a reflex for self-correction. Grid 
workers and community-based informants are often the same people, and they routinely 
overlap with local security forces.

     小事不出村 大事不出镇 矛盾不上交
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In 2019, the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) began upgrading police stations to “Fengq-
iao-style public security police stations” (枫桥式公安派出所). Over 1300 now exist to com-
bine police work with “new-era Fengqiao-style work.” Their main task is to ensure local 
“loyalty to party leadership, legal service to the people, impartial law enforcement and rig-
orous discipline” in order to “create a secure and stable political and social environment.”45 

Since 2022, Fengqiao police stations have been supported by “People’s Fengqiao-style 
courts,” to be established in villages and counties. This structure replaces the role of 
traditionally influential local hierarchies, such as families or clans, with more standard-
ized, party-led governance – an acknowledged goal, since grassroots-courts exist to “fight 
against evil and illegal behavior and sustain the fight against village hegemony.”46  

Successes of the model may be undermined by new fault lines

The CCP’s expanded social presence has become a source of authoritarian resilience. The 
combination of care, conviction and coercion has worked well to keep organized opposition 
at bay. The atomization of dissent and streamlining of public discourse has helped to con-
tain social fragmentation, even as the party struggles to make good on its promises of “com-
mon prosperity” and better lifestyles. The social and political polarization the CCP observes 
in many liberal democracies likely lead the leadership to feel vindicated in its chosen path. 

But Xi’s social governance approach puts a heavy burden on frontline workers and volun-
teers. The balance between social care and social control rests on how zealously, strictly 
and astutely they operate. There are signs of disgruntlement within the system. Grid work-
ers complain about the workload, poor salaries, the tedium of patrols and visits, or filing 
reports on menial issues such as parking violations or noise complaints. Some have fallen 
victim to acts of violence by enraged citizens. Their enforcer-role among neighbors during 
the zero-Covid policy has also taken its toll. 47

In light of these constraints, it may prove harder than the leadership expects to motivate 
key elements of the general public. Xi’s language of struggle and “eating bitterness” for the 
sake of national greatness reflects the conditions in which his generation was raised. Chi-
nese citizens today grow up in relative material comfort, especially the urban youth, and 
have different expectations of what their country can do for them. The CCP acknowledges, 
“the environment is changing and the people’s yearning for a better life will be stronger; 
national governance must continuously adapt to these new trends.”48 Amid economic set-
backs, the 2025 National Security White Paper explicitly mentioned the need to ensure the 
people’s sense of “achievement and happiness”, alongside increased policing.49

There are plentiful signs of a disconnect between elements of the younger generations and 
the elderly CCP leadership in online slang and memes that reflect disillusionment and opt-
ing out, through “lying flat” and “involution.” At the same time, publicly visible discourse 
is increasingly dominated by party propaganda and high-pitched nationalism. The “us-ver-
sus-them” narrative that frames China as under siege has some impact as a unifying force, 
especially amid current geopolitical frictions.  

Xi’s social 
governance 
approach puts a 
heavy burden on 
frontline workers
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CONCLUSION: SOCIETY AND BUSINESS BECOME EVER MORE POLITICIZED

An era of decreasing intervention into economy and society has ended. The party is re-
asserting its dominance amid declining economic opportunities and rising international 
tensions. Xi sees the party as the all-round solution to China’s problems, blending “sharp” 
coercive mechanisms with “soft” elements in all aspects of social organization down to the 
micropolitics of citizens’ everyday life. 

Never before have the Chinese people been as comprehensively administered as they are to-
day, nor has any state mobilized so many resources to serve and control its people. Current 
trends in social governance combine digital surveillance with the revival of Mao-era human 
networks to oversee daily life. 

At grassroots levels, the tasks of administrative units are being streamlined and expanded 
into the smallest social units – housing blocks, small private firms, families – and officials 
are expected to become more ideologically active and demonstrate party loyalty. Patriotic 
entrepreneurship is expected of business elites, and the Fengqiao experience calls on every 
official and cadre to mobilize, educate the masses and spread approved messages. Public 
service and social control now are nested within overlapping technological and adminis-
trative systems. 

The combination of top-down party representation work on the private economy, and bot-
tom-up recruitment of loyal citizens as the party’s agents, is working to create a wholly 
mobilized society. It is a system that depends on grassroots efforts and sustained provision 
of financial resources. 

These trends and associated demands on local governance demand careful attention from 
international actors engaging with China to understand the domestic environment in which 
they operate and assess the country’s political resilience: 

	 �An ever tighter embrace of the private sector economy means more party norms 
in corporate governance and strategic management. The trend is clear: all economic 
actors are asked to align with CCP political goals and to actively support Beijing’s de-
velopment goals. In the struggle to establish China as a self-reliant superpower, entre-
preneurs are being asked to ensure their firms prioritize patriotic entrepreneurship, not 
just profitability. Foreign companies, which already are evaluated on their usefulness 
for China, may face more onerous demands on their alignment with political goals and 
should watch for new informal political requirements.

	 �The impact on social governance is complicated as grid systems fuse responsive-
ness and social control. Social services and daily public administration are getting bet-
ter and more locally relevant but can also be used to surveil and control. It remains to be 
seen how well this vast and expensive system can safeguard loyalty and stability among 
China’s citizenry. The key question is how long resources can be channeled into stability 
systems, given the pressing need for investment in public service and welfare provisions. 
Foreign observers should track signs of social discontent (including passive resistance 
and youth disengagement) and look out for visible strains on local governments (such as 
gaps in public service provision), as indicators of where the system is overextended.

Never before
have the Chinese
people been as
comprehensively
administered
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	 �The push for ideological alignment signals more political repression: The party 
state is bringing increased focus and zeal to policing individual behavior and pub-
lic discourse. Ethnic and religious minorities, liberal thinkers and civil rights advocates 
have long been at the receiving end of state repression. However, until recently average 
citizens were unlikely to come into conflict with authorities and be made a target of pres-
sure for moral and ideological assimilation. Now, even passive failure to support the 
roadmap ahead and contribute is not seen as individual choice, but as a challenge to the 
CCP’s mandate – a dynamic that may ultimately cause backlash.

	 �External defensiveness and anti-Western narratives highlight the changing envi-
ronment. Amid slowing economic growth, the CCP has made a partial strategic switch 
from improving quality of life as a source of legitimacy towards fostering patriotism, 
nationalism and defense readiness, all with strong anti-Western undertones. Amid the 
domestic setbacks, Chinese citizens can be partly won over through public campaigns 
and education reforms by an “us against the (Western) world” mentality. This means 
international actors are operating in a markedly different environment. 
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