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hotline, ordinary citizens have the opportunity to obtain 
quick answers to inquiries with regard to municipal services, 
to make comments and to report problems or difficulties 
they encounter. The 12345 hotline in China has become an 
essential means for facilitating citizen–government inter-
action and improving citizen satisfaction with government 
services. In January 2019, the BMG substantially reformed 
its 12345 hotline, building it into a comprehensive public 
platform for citizen consultations and service requirements 
and embedding strict political instructions and performance 
evaluations into the system. The core purpose of the reform 
was to provide prompt, efficient, and timely responses to 
citizens’ inquiries, demands, and complaints. The Beijing 
Municipality Citizen Hotline Service Center (hereafter called 
the official call center) contracts out call-receiving work to a 
professional telecommunication company to carry out this 
task. In 2020, the number of calls to the 12345 hotline ex-
ceeded 11 million, representing a 55% increase relative to 
that in 2019 levels.

After receiving citizens’ inquiries, demands, or complaints 
through the 12345 hotline, the official call center sorts them 
and sends the cases to the corresponding grassroots govern-
ments or agencies, which must deal with the issues properly. 
The official call center makes periodic follow-up telephone calls 
to selected citizens who have required services or expressed 
complaints through the 12345 hotline and asks whether the 
grassroots governments or agencies have responded to their 
demands or complaints, whether the reported issues have 
been properly addressed, and whether they are satisfied with 
the solution measures. The official call center integrates the 
follow-up interview results into grassroots government-level 
data. Based on these data, three key indicators of the 12345 
hotline performance of each of the 333 grassroots govern-
ments—namely, the response rate, resolution rate, and satis-
faction rate—are computed monthly. The average percentage 
value of the three indicators is employed as the final score 
measuring each grassroots government’s 12345 hotline per-
formance. For instance, if a township government has a 
response rate of 100%, a resolution rate of 83.2%, and a 

satisfaction rate of 80.5%, the average percentage value is 
87.9, which is taken as the government’s 12345 hotline per-
formance score.

The political leader of the BMG attaches great importance 
to the 12345 hotline performance of grassroots governments. 
In January 2019, the BMG began to convene monthly meet-
ings (usually at the end of each month) to review and remark 
on grassroots governments’ 12345 hotline performance. The 
political leaders of district and grassroots governments are 
obligated to attend the meetings on-site, and other primary 
officials of all levels of government need to be present via 
internet video. In the meetings, an honor list that includes 
the 10 grassroots governments obtaining the highest perform-
ance scores and a shame roll that includes the 10 grassroots 
governments obtaining the lowest performance scores in the 
present month are released. The political leader of the BMG 
personally releases the honor list and shame roll in the meet-
ings. In addition to regular ceremonies of list releasing, in 
each monthly meeting, the leaders of three selected district 
governments and the leaders of grassroots governments 
entering the shame roll are required to introduce the prob-
lems and difficulties in terms of operating the 12345 hotline 
as well as strategies for performance improvement. The pol-
itical leader of the BMG then makes comments and deploys 
resources to cope with the reported issues. The consequences 
of being listed on the honor list and shame roll are intro-
duced in the supplementary appendix 1. Overall, in a regime 
featuring a higher authority’s strict political control over sub-
ordinate officials, performance evaluation conducted by the 
higher authority serves as a key means to incentivize and con-
trol the behaviors of lower-ranking officials (Chen, Li, and 
Zhou 2005; Choi 2012; Li and Zhou 2005). Therefore, as 
the political leader of the BMG attaches great importance to 
12345 hotline performance, grassroots government officials 
do so as well.

Methodology: Model, Data, and Validity Tests
Formalized Framework of RD Design
An RD design is characterized by three fundamental com-
ponents: forcing variable, cutoff, and treatment (Cattaneo, 
Idrobo, and Titiunik 2019; Cattaneo, Jansson, and Ma 2020, 
2021). In a formal setting for an RD design, each unit of ana-
lysis receives a score, known as the forcing variable. A spe-
cific treatment is assigned to the units whose scores are above 
(or below) a specific value, known as the cutoff. Assuming 
that there are n units for analysis as indexed by i = 1, 2, 3…n, 
each receiving a forcing variable denoted as Xi. A specific 
treatment is imposed on unit i if Xi ≥ c (or Xi ≤ c), where c 
is the cutoff value. The key assumption underpinning an RD 
design is the randomized distribution of units in the neigh-
borhood of the cutoff along the forcing variable. In other 
words, a successful RD design requires that the units barely 
receiving the treatment be equal to those barely failing to re-
ceive the treatment by expectation in terms of the observed 
characteristics. If that is true, in the neighborhood of the 
cutoff, the units on one side of the cutoff can be exploited as 
the counterfactuals of the units on the other side. The fun-
damental identification strategy of an RD design is to isolate 
the exogenous variation of the treatment status in the neigh-
borhood of the cutoff and to examine the treatment effect 
by comparing the outcomes of interest of the units on either 

Figure 1. Administrative structure of the National and Beijing Municipality 
Government.
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side of the cutoff. In this sense, RD design estimates the local 
average treatment effect (LATE) at the cutoff (Cattaneo, 
Idrobo, and Titiunik 2019; Cattaneo, Jansson, and Ma 2020, 
2021; Lee and Lemieux 2010).

Model and Data
In our RD design, the units of analysis are the 333 grassroots 
governments. The forcing variable each unit receives is the 
monthly generated 12345 hotline performance score. As 
introduced above, to promote the prompt responsiveness of 
grassroots governments to citizens’ inquiries, demands, and 
complaints through the 12345 hotline, the BMG convenes a 
monthly review meeting, in which the honor list including 
the 10 grassroots governments with the highest performance 
scores and the shame roll including the 10 grassroots govern-
ments with the lowest performance scores are released by the 
political leader. According to our research setting, the treat-
ment assigned is “entering the honor list or shame roll.” The 
cutoff value determining units’ treatment status varies each 
month on the grounds that the 12345 hotline performance of 
grassroots governments is evaluated in a monthly cycle. Thus, 
over the same timeline, the performance scores are computed, 
and the honor list and shame roll are generated. For instance, 
in the months when the scores of the well-performing units 
are generally high, the cutoff score for the honor list should 
be high. Similarly, in the months when the scores of the 
grassroots governments ranked at the bottom are generally 
low, the cutoff for the shame roll should be low. To facilitate 

analysis, we center the cutoff for the honor list and shame roll 
in the empirical estimations. More specifically, the centered 
cutoff is set to zero, and the forcing variable is accordingly 
computed as the distance between the real performance score 
and the real cutoff. Of note, as introduced above, the units 
receiving a performance score below the cutoff for the shame 
roll are placed on the shame roll. To prevent confusion, when 
conducting estimations for the effect of entering the shame 
roll, we use the inverse value of the centered forcing variable 
in the analysis, making the positive centered forcing variable 
result in the treatment status of being placed on the shame 
roll. This is consistent with the condition for the honor list.

We draw upon the common method of previous studies 
to employ a global polynomial approach in the empirical es-
timations, including all grassroots governments as the units of 
analysis (e.g., Ferreira and Gyourko 2009; Folke and Snyder 
2012; Hong 2019, 2020; Lee, Moretti, and Butler 2004). The 
outcome of interest—namely, performance improvement in 
terms of scores and rankings—is modeled as follows to test 
hypothesis 1 and 2.

������� � � � ����� � ����� � �� � �� � ���� (1)

where PIi,m+1 denotes the measured performance improvement 
of a certain grassroots government i in month m + 1, which 
is computed as the difference in government i’s performance 
between months m + 1 and m. We measure PIi,m+1 using two 
indicators: performance score improvement and performance 

Figure 2. Administrative area of the Beijing municipality, regional, and grassroots governments.
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list, grassroots governments barely making the honor list 
show less performance score improvement in the next period. 
Similarly, figure 6 reveals that grassroots governments barely 
making the honor list in the current month show less perform-
ance ranking improvement in the next period. In addition, fig-
ures 7 and 8 show that compared to grassroots governments 
positioned just to the left of the cutoff for the shame roll, 
those positioned just to the right of the cutoff and entering 
the shame roll exhibit higher performance score and ranking 
improvements in the next period.

Robustness Checks
We further conduct several robustness checks to verify the 
reliability of our empirical findings. The robustness checks 
include examinations of whether the empirical findings are 
sensitive to the slope of the fitted curve on either side of the 

cutoff, whether the empirical findings are sensitive to the in-
clusion of pretreatment covariates in RD regressions, and 
whether the potential effect of entering the honor list and 
shame roll may carry through for more than one month. The 
procedures used for robustness checks and the corresponding 
empirical models and results are reported in the supplemen-
tary appendix 4. The results of the robustness checks are con-
sistent with those reported in tables 3 and 4.

Discussions
This article not only provides additional empirical evidence 
concerning the effect of performance feedback in the public 
sector but also examines a unique way in which the per-
formance feedback effect may take place. In Western coun-
tries where political officials are chosen through competitive 
elections and residents are mobile across jurisdictions with 

Table 4. RD Estimation of the Effect of Entering the Shame Roll on Performance Improvement 

Variables (1) Score Improvement (2) Ranking Improvement (3) Score Improvement (4) Ranking Improvement 

Enter shame roll 4.382*** (0.873) 27.41** (11.73) 4.146*** (0.868) 24.73** (11.72)

Centered FV for shame roll 0.767*** (0.0222) 8.114*** (0.259) 0.769*** (0.0223) 8.160*** (0.257)

Fiscal transfer ratio −2.748 (3.773) 9.784 (31.95)

Enter shame roll × Fiscal transfer ratio 23.72*** (1.816) 124.8*** (18.98)

Constant 12.75*** (0.524) 109.7*** (5.479) 12.85*** (0.529) 110.9*** (5.474)

Number of observations 3,300 3,300 3,252 3,252

R-squared 0.496 0.302 0.498 0.305

Number of units 333 333 330 330

Covariates No No No No

Month fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

Unit fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note: The treatment for analysis is “entering the shame roll”. Columns (1) and (2) report the results of regressing the baseline model specified by equation 
(1), and columns (3) and (4) report the results of regressing the model specified by equation (2). All columns include unit and time fixed effects. Robust 
standard errors are reported in parentheses.
***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1 (for two-tailed tests).

Figure 5. Mimicking variance RD plot with evenly-spaced bins (score, honor list).
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relatively low costs, citizens’ voting with “hands and feet” 
constitutes the primary mechanism through which perform-
ance feedback may provoke government changes and learning 
and, consequently, bring about performance improvements 
(Flink 2019; Holm 2018; Hong 2019; Nielsen 2014). This 
present study advances a more nuanced understanding of the 
performance feedback effect in a context featuring a higher 
authority’s strict political control over subordinate officials 
and a rigid top-down administrative hierarchy.

The present research also advances the understanding of 
performance management reforms undertaken by Chinese 
local governments in both theoretical and empirical respects. 

Chinese local governments have borrowed substantially from 
the New Public Management reforms and practices of global 
trends, for which performance evaluation and management 
is the core theme (Walker and Wu 2010; Wescott and Jones 
2007). Previous studies focusing on the performance man-
agement of Chinese local governments have long debated 
whether their reforms and practices are driven by inter-
national trends of marketization and decentralization or by 
specific political needs (Chan and Suizhou 2007; Walker and 
Wu 2010). The international literature generally views per-
formance management as a pivotal means to strengthen bur-
eaucrat accountability and improve government effectiveness 

Figure 6. Mimicking variance RD plot with evenly-spaced bins (ranking, honor list).

Figure 7. M imicking variance RD plot with evenly-spaced bins (score, shame roll).
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and efficiency, while the arguments featuring Chinese charac-
teristics hold that performance management in China is in-
tended “to manage central-local relations, to enhance state 
capacity, and to manage and control local officials” (Gao 
2009; Walker and Wu 2010, 37S). In particular, as mentioned 
above, in a regime featuring a higher authority’s strict pol-
itical control over subordinate officials, performance meas-
urement is usually used to “ensure that local officials comply 
with higher-level policy priorities” (Chan and Gao 2008, 8). 
Indeed, the present research introduces a typical case of per-
formance management reform employed under strict political 
control over local governments by a higher authority. Our 
findings thereby add evidence to the literature concerning the 
consequences of performance management reforms amid a 
social and political environment substantially distinct from 
that of the Western context.

One issue that deserves more discussions concerns the pos-
sibility of simple regression to the mean in our empirical es-
timation, which may constitute an alternative explanation of 
the empirical findings and is consistent with predictions based 
on isomorphism theory. Gerrish and Spreen (2017, 602) de-
scribe isomorphism as a phenomenon where “local govern-
ments will mimic the position of the average unit, resulting in 
a decline in the indicator’s variance without improvement in 
the average value.” This contradicts the circumstance of real 
performance improvement defined as an increase in the group 
mean value, regardless of the change in the SD. We follow the 
approach of Gerrish and Spreen (2017) by using fixed effects 
regressions and an ANOVA-variant, Bartlett’s test to test the 
possibility of isomorphism. Specifically, we regress grassroots 
governments’ 12345 hotline performance scores on dummies 
indicating time periods, including grassroots government 
fixed effects. The results suggest that governments’ perform-
ance scores show a trend of increasing over time during the 
sample period. In addition, Bartlett’s test of equal variance be-
tween groups fails to reject the hypothesis that the groups of 
grassroots governments have equal variances of performance 
scores. Therefore, the statistical evidence largely alleviates 

the concern of isomorphism of organizational performance 
in our case. In addition, the RD estimations reported above 
show the LATE at the cutoff instead of the effect by average 
(Cattaneo, Idrobo, and Titiunik 2019), further mitigating the 
concern of isomorphism described by Gerrish and Spreen 
(2017).

Another issue being worthy of further discussions relates 
to the conclusion regarding the effects of centralization and 
punishments on organizational performance in the public 
sector. Our present study reveals positive effects of central-
ization and punishments on government performance; how-
ever, we do not intend to claim universal applicability of the 
evidence or regard centralization and punishments as pana-
ceas for performance improvement. Existing findings about 
the effect of punishments and rewards on government per-
formance are generally mixed or inconsistent (Andreoni, 
Harbaugh, and Vesterlund 2003; Chen, Ramamurthy, and 
Wen 2012; Podsakoff et al. 2006). In addition, theoretic-
ally, centralized structures have both benefits and harm to 
organizational performance. As pointed out by Andrews et 
al. (2009, 60), centralized authority and decision making can 
facilitate greater decision speed, provide firm direction and 
goals, establish clear lines of authority, and improve profes-
sional qualifications of bureaucrats (Elgin and Carter 2019). 
However, centralization may also harm organizational per-
formance “by preventing middle managers and street-level 
bureaucrats from making independent decisions, enshrining 
inflexible rules and procedures, and undermining responsive-
ness to changing environmental circumstances” (Andrews et 
al. 2009, 60). Empirically, existing studies in both the private 
and public sector have failed to find a consistent relationship 
between centralized or decentralized structures and organ-
izational performance (see Andrews et al. (2009) for a litera-
ture review).

The effects of centralization and punishments on govern-
ment performance may rest on many other organizational 
characteristics or contextual factors, such as resource reliance 
on external entities (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), administrative 

Figure 8. Mimicking variance RD plot with evenly-spaced bins (ranking, shame roll).
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capacity (Elgin and Carter 2019), and political scenarios 
(Beazer 2015). We speculate that in our case of study, at least 
two contextual circumstances lead to the findings of posi-
tive effects of centralization and punishments. First, amid a 
regime featuring a higher authority’s strict political control 
over subordinate officials and a rigid top-down administra-
tive hierarchy, grassroots governments’ great reliance on the 
higher authority’s political and budgetary resources compels 
local officials to follow the higher authority’s directives (Chan 
and Gao 2008) and to prevent themselves from falling be-
hind the peer governments in the 12345 hotline performance. 
Second, local officials’ insufficient administrative capacity 
and weak intrinsic public service motivations may constitute 
another critical context for our findings. In particular, cen-
tralization and punishments can force grassroots government 
officials to invest substantially in the performance indica-
tors to which the higher authority place more priorities. This 
helps ameliorate grassroots governments’ capacity deficiency 
in dealing with citizens’ demands and complaints through the 
12345 hotline. In addition, external pressures through cen-
tralized directives and punishments can create extrinsic mo-
tivations for local officials to take prompt actions to improve 
the 12345 hotline performance.

It is also helpful to discuss the potential limitations of this 
research and point out directions for further study. First, the 
present research addresses grassroots governments’ 12345 
hotline performance scores and rankings as the primary focus 
of interest, neither of which directly reflect a socially desir-
able outcome (Dias and Maynard-Moody 2007; Hong 2017, 
2019). Astute local officials may adopt various strategies to 
increase their performance scores and rankings in the short 
run; however, the real perceptions of local citizens have not 
been closely examined. Further studies may investigate how 
performance feedback can influence citizens’ perceptions 
of and trust in government officials and public institutions. 
Second, this research examines the performance feedback ef-
fect in the short term (the next month), which is reasonable 
because governments’ performance is evaluated and ranked 
on a monthly timeline. Nevertheless, local officials may need 
more than one month to fully adjust their managerial strat-
egies and actions. Thus, further research on the long-term ef-
fect of performance feedback using a more extended sample 
period is warranted. Third, this article specifically attends to 
governments’ fiscal capacity as the moderating factor of the 
performance feedback effect. Indeed, many more factors of 
the external environment and internal management can be 
considered for empirical tests, which will be valuable for both 
theoretical development and empirical inquiry regarding the 
mechanism through which the performance feedback effect is 
realized in the public sector (Meier, Favero, and Zhu 2015). 
In addition, by focusing on a recent reform of public perform-
ance management adopted in China, this research responds 
to the call for additional studies by Hong (2019, 2020) and 
provides evidence of external validity for existing conclu-
sions. Future studies of the performance feedback effect in 
the public sector conducted in various political, social, and 
cultural contexts are still worthwhile.

Another potential limitation concerns the narrow construc-
tion of performance indicators based on available data at 
the expense of unmeasured outcomes (Koning and Heinrich 
2013; Pasha, Kroll, and Ash 2021). In particular, among the 
three indicators of 12345 hotline performance, one indicator 
may be improved at the expense of another. Statistical tests 

show that the performance indicators have Pearson correl-
ation coefficients of close to 0.9, which is statistically signifi-
cant at a confidence level below p = .001. This result largely 
alleviates the concern of trade-offs between multiple perform-
ance indicators. In addition, the records of calls to the 12345 
hotline show that the most frequently covered topics include 
market management, traffic management, utility services, 
public safety, basic municipal services, environmental pro-
tection, and medical services. Although most of the demands 
and complaints from citizens are unlikely to have serious side 
effects, equity concerns remain because silent populations 
may be disadvantaged. Therefore, we cannot fully rule out 
that performance improvements in the measured areas were 
achieved by shifting attention and resources away from other 
important but unmeasured areas, thereby creating the poten-
tial to harm less-vocal stakeholders.

Conclusion
This article focuses on a prominent public performance man-
agement reform implemented in the capital city of China that 
purports to promote grassroots governments’ responsiveness 
to citizens’ inquiries, demands, and complaints. To achieve 
this goal, the BMG releases and ranks the 333 grassroots 
governments’ monthly 12345 hotline performance and intro-
duces the honor list and shame roll as a means of extolling 
well-performing governments and denouncing poorly per-
forming governments. Due to the great importance attached 
to 12345 hotline performance by the political leader, signifi-
cant rewards and punishments are linked to placement on 
the honor list and shame roll, respectively. In this way, being 
placed on the honor list or shame roll serves as a specific 
type of performance feedback. This article examines whether 
and how entering the honor list and shame roll can affect 
grassroots governments’ performance improvement in the 
next period and how governments’ fiscal capacity can mod-
erate this effect.

The theoretical inference draws insights from Simon’s 
(1955, 1972) theory of bounded rationality and Cyert and 
March’s (1963) behavioral theory of organizations, sug-
gesting that an organization’s past performance can influence 
its future decision making, which in turn shapes the resultant 
organizational performance (Cyert and March 1963; Gavetti 
et al. 2012; Greve 2008; Hong 2019, 2020; Nicholson-Crotty, 
Nicholson-Crotty, and Fernandez 2017). First, bounded ra-
tionality causes organizations to pursue performance satisfac-
tion rather than maximization (Simon 1955, 1972). Whether 
a certain level of performance is satisfactory rests on a com-
parison between actual performance and social or historical 
aspirations. Entering the honor list suggests that governments 
have already achieved a level of performance exceeding the 
social aspiration, thus attenuating officials’ desire to further 
improve their future performance (satisficing hypothesis). 
Second, given that blame avoidance serves as a powerful be-
havioral motivation for local officials (Hood 2007; Weaver 
1986), governments placed on the shame roll are presumably 
compelled to actively conduct problem screening and solu-
tion searching to close the negative aspiration gap (blame 
avoidance hypothesis). Third, governments’ fiscal reliance on 
the higher authority may either positively moderate the per-
formance feedback effect (resource dependence hypothesis) 
or exert a negative moderating effect (organizational capacity 
hypothesis).
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We use an RD design to test the proposed hypotheses. The 
empirical findings show that compared to governments not 
placed on the honor list, governments entering the honor 
list show less performance ranking improvement in the next 
period. In contrast, compared to governments not placed on 
the shame roll, governments entering the shame roll are more 
likely to improve their performance scores and rankings in 
the next period. In addition, as governments’ reliance on the 
higher authority’s fiscal transfers increases, the treatment ef-
fect of entering the honor list and shame roll on their perform-
ance improvement in the next period becomes more positive. 
In other words, the level of performance improvement is 
higher at the cutoff for both the honor list and shame roll if 
grassroots governments rely more on the higher authority’s 
fiscal resources.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary data are available at Journal of Public 
Administration Research and Theory online.
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