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The public administration system (PAS) is an organizational structure on 

the basis of the functions of government in terms of public management 

and social services, which internally deals with the administrative 

relationship based on functions, institutions and mechanisms, and 

externally deals with political and judicial relations with the ruling party, 

the parliament, the court and the procuratorates according to different 

functions and powers. The mode of PAS determines the efficiency and 

quality of social governance and services. The public administration 

system can be divided into central PAS and regional PAS, which are 

consistent but have certain differences. Especially in China, the regional 

government and the central government are highly homogeneous in terms 

of structures. Under the influence of the global administrative reform and 

with the continuous improvement of market economy system in China 

during the past 40 years since 1980, the infinite responsibilities of all levels 

of government in China have been shrinking continuously. Consequently, 

either in the administration or in the form of organization and mode of 

operation, more efforts have been made to implement social governance 

and public service functions, in order to streamline administration and 

delegate power, to stimulate social vitality as well as to solve social 

problems and meet social needs through the cooperation of government 

and social forces.  

I. The Central and Regional PAS in China 

1. Administrative hierarchy system in China. According to the provisions 

of the Chinese Constitution, except for regions inhabited by ethnic groups, 

the administrative division in China used to have four levels, i.e. central 

level, provincial level, county level, and township level. However, since 

1980, the majority of "regional administrative offices", which used to be 

provincial government agencies, have transformed themselves into 

prefectural-level cities, which fall between the provincial and the county 

governments, with support from the city they are located in and the central 

policy of “city administrating county”. At present, the administrative 

divisions in China are divided into five levels in general, i.e., central level, 

provincial level, prefecture level, county level and township level.1 By the 

 
1 These four administrative divisions, they also have different names according to geographical characteristics. 

For example, districts under direct control of the central government are also named as municipalities, Special 
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end of 2015, there are 34 provincial-level administrative regions, 334 

regional administrative regions, 2850 county-level administrative regions, 

and 39789 township-level administrative regions under the central 

government.2 

2. Power Structure of the State. The Party in Power, the President of the 

Country, the Chairman of the Central Military Commission, the National 

People's Congress, the government, the Chinese People's Political 

Consultative Conference, the courts, and the procuratorates are major 

political and administrative functions in China. Among them, the President 

of the country and the Chairman of the Central Military Commission are 

set up only at the national level and are occupied by leaders from the Party 

in power, while those that are directly connected with regional politics and 

administrative affairs are the Committee of the Ruling Party, the National 

People’s Congress, regional governments, the Chinese People's Political 

Consultative Conference, the courts and the procuratorate, whose specific 

settings are as follows:    

--Party Committee. There are five levels of party committees in China, i.e., 

central level, provincial level, prefecture level, county level and township 

level. The Party in power is at the core of the state’s politics and 

administrative affairs, and the party committees are in charge of the state's 

fundamental policies and key personnel arrangements, as well as the 

supervision of the official conducts of leaders at all levels.  

-- People’s Congress. There are five levels of the People’s Congress, i.e., 

central level, provincial level, prefecture level, county level and township 

level, which, according to the provision of the Constitution, represent the 

supreme authorities of their respective administrative regions, and have the 

power to elect or dismiss leaders from the government, courts, or 

procuratorates at the corresponding level according to legal procedures, 

and exercise the power of legislation, supervision and the decisive power 

of major events.  

--Government. There are five levels of governments, i.e., central level, 

provincial level, prefecture level, county level and township level, which, 

according to the requirements of the party committees and the decisions of 

the local people’s congresses, manage the administrative affairs of the 

region under its jurisdiction and perform the duties of public services.  

--Political Consultative Conference. There are four levels of political 

 
areas are called the Special Administrative Region; Ethnic minority areas are called autonomous region. 

Economically developed areas also set up the same cities, such as prefecture-level cities, county-level cities, and 

the town with the same level of the township.  
2 Data from the China Statistical Yearbook in 2016 which was publicated by the National Bureau of Statistics of 

the People’s Republic of China: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2016/indexch.htm, Date of visit: 2017-06-17 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2016/indexch.htm
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consultative conferences, i.e., central level, provincial level, prefecture 

level, and county level, which act as the agencies for political discussions 

and exchanges between different political organizations and 

representatives of different groups. The political consultative conferences 

have no decision making power and exercise only consulting and advisory 

functions.  

--Four levels of procuratorates. There are four levels of procuratorates, i.e., 

central level, provincial level, prefecture level, and county level, which are 

institutions of public prosecution.  

-- Court. There are four levels of courts, i.e., central level, provincial level, 

prefecture level, and county level, which work as judicial institutions. 

By the end of 2016, there are a total of 7.19 million civil servants working 

at the above-mentioned six political institutions. 3 

3. The Central Administrative System and Their Functions.  

The central administrative organ is the State Council of the People's 

Republic of China. According to the Constitution and the Organic Law of 

the State Council, the State Council consists of the Premier, the Vice 

Premiers, the State Councilors, the Ministers, the Chairmen of Committees, 

the Auditor-General, and the Secretary-General. They are all the members 

of the State Council, namely, the entire staff of the plenary session of the 

State Council. The State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 

composed of the above-mentioned personnel, is the highest organ of state 

power and administration. The Premier of the State Council is nominated 

by the President of China, decided by NPC, and appointed and removed by 

the President. The Vice Premiers, State Councilors, Ministers, Chairmen of 

the Committees, Auditor-General and Secretary-General are nominated by 

the Premier of the State Council, decided by NPC, appointed and removed 

by the President of the People’s Republic of China. When the NPC is not 

in session, the choice of State Councilors, Ministers, Auditor-general and 

Secretary-general are decided by the Standing Committee of the NPC 

according to nomination by the Premier, appointed and removed by the 

President of the People's Republic of China. The position of the State 

Councilor is equivalent to the Vice Premier of the State Council and is a 

member of the Executive Meeting of the State Council. The State Council 

serves for a term of five years. The Premier, Vice Premiers and State 

Councilors shall serve no more than two consecutive terms. According to 

the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, the State Council has 

 
3 Data from the 2016 Statistical bulletin of Human Resourses and Social Security Undertakings publicated by the 

Human Resources and Social Security of the People’s Republic of China, 

http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/zwgk/szrs/tjgb/201705/t20170531_271671.html. Date of visit: 2017-

06-19. 

http://www.mohrss.gov.cn/SYrlzyhshbzb/zwgk/szrs/tjgb/201705/t20170531_271671.html
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exercises the following functions and powers:   

-- To adopt administrative measures, enact administrative rules and 

regulations and issue decisions and orders in accordance with the 

Constitution and the statutes; 

-- To submit proposals to the National People's Congress or its Standing 

Committee;  

-- To lay down the tasks and responsibilities of the ministries and 

commissions of the State Council, to exercise unified leadership over the 

work of the ministries and commissions and to direct all other 

administrative work of a national character that does not fall within the 

jurisdiction of the ministries and commissions;  

-- To exercise unified leadership over the work of local organs of state 

administration at different levels throughout the country, and to lay down 

the detailed division of functions and powers between the Central 

Government and the organs of state administration of provinces, 

autonomous regions and municipalities directly under the Central 

Government; 

-- To alter or annul inappropriate orders, directives and regulations issued 

by the ministries or commissions, local organs of state administration at 

different levels.  

4. The Local Administrative System and their Functions 

According to The Regulations of the Organization Establishment and 

Staffing Administration of Local People's Governments At All Levels, the 

organization establishment and staffing administration of local 

governments at all levels is in line with the system of the unified leadership 

of the central government and local classification management. The laws 

have no stipulation over the number and types of local government 

agencies. The number of local government agencies at all levels in all 

provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions is not the same, and 

keeps on changing. Article 59 of the "Organic law of the People’s Republic 

of China for the Local People’s Congress and the Local People’s 

Government at Various Levels." provides the following general powers of 

local governments at or above the county level: 

-- To implement the resolutions of the people's congress and its standing 

committee at the corresponding level as well as decisions and orders of 

state administrative organs at higher levels, 

-- To formulate administrative measures and to issue decisions and orders;  

-- To direct the work of its subordinate departments and of the people's 
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governments at lower levels; to implement the plan for national economic 

and social development and the budget, and conduct administrative work 

concerning the economy, education, science, culture, public health, 

physical culture, protection of the environment and natural resources, 

urban and rural development, finance, civil affairs, public security, 

nationality affairs, judicial administration, supervision and family planning 

within its administrative area;  

-- To protect the socialist property owned by the whole people, property 

owned collectively by working people and citizens' legitimate private 

property and to maintain public order and safeguard citizens' rights of the 

person and their democratic and other rights; to protect the legitimate rights 

and interests of various economic organizations; to safeguard the rights of 

minority nationalities and respect their folkways and customs, assist those 

areas where minority nationalities live in concentrated communities within 

its sphere of jurisdiction to exercise regional autonomy in accordance with 

the Constitution and other laws and assist the various minority nationalities 

in their political economic and cultural development; to safeguard women's 

rights as endowed by the Constitution and other laws, such as equality with 

men, equal pay for equal work and freedom of marriage; and 

--To alter or annul inappropriate orders and directives of its subordinate 

departments and inappropriate decisions and orders of the people's 

governments at lower levels. 

5. Division of authority of office and expenditure responsibilities between 

the central and local governments.  

The Guideline of the State Council on Promoting the Reform of Dividing 

Financial Powers and Expenditure Responsibilities between Central and 

Local Government(Issued by Station Council, [2016]49) points out 

financial power is the government’s responsibility to provide public 

services with funds. Expenditure responsibilities are the obligations and 

guarantee for government to fulfill the financial powers. Decision of 3rd 

Plenary Session of 18th CPC  stipulates to “establish a system whereby 

authority of office matches responsibility of expenditure” , “appropriately 

increase the authority of office and responsibility of expenditure of the 

central government”, that “regional public services are the responsibilities 

of local governments”, and that “the central and local governments will 

shoulder their respective expenditure responsibilities according to the 

division of the authority of office”. The principles of division of financial 

powers and expenditure responsibilities between the central and local 

governments are as follows: reflecting the scope of the benefits of basic 

public services, taking the government functions and administrative 

efficiency into account, achieving unity in the rights, responsibilities and 
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interests, motivating the local government to take action, and establishing 

a system whereby financial power matches responsibility of expenditure 

(Lou, 2013)4. 

- Division of the authority of office. The authority of office of the central 

government include national defense, diplomacy, national security, exit-

entry administration, national defense highway, governance of national 

boundaries, rivers and lakes, the prevention and control of national 

major infectious diseases, national large channel, the use and protection 

of national strategic natural resources and so on. The authority of office 

of local governments includes security of society, municipal 

transportation, rural roads, urban and rural community affairs, and those 

basic public services, which have strong regional characteristics of 

benefit coverage, more complex information, and are closely related to 

the local residents.  

China is defining the basic public services which reflect the strategic 

intents of the central government, are trans-provincial(district, 

municipality), and have information advantages of geographical 

management, such as compulsory education, higher education, scientific 

R&D, public culture, basic pension insurance, basic medical care and 

public health, employment, security of food, trans-provincial(district, 

municipality) major infrastructure construction and environmental 

protection and governance etc. into common authority of the central and 

local government, and defining their corresponding responsibilities. 

- The responsibility of expenditure. The central government takes the 

responsibilities of expenditure for the financial powers of the central 

government, and the funds for financial powers that belong to the 

central government should be allocated by central finance. The 

functional departments of the central government and the departments 

directly under the central government shall not require local 

governments for arranging supporting funds. If the central government 

entrust the local governments to exercise its authority of office, 

corresponding funds shall be allocated through special transfer payment 

of the central government. The local governments take the 

responsibilities of expenditure for the financial powers of the local 

governments. In principle, local governments should use their own 

resources to exercise their financial powers. The revenue and 

 
4 Generally speaking, the primary and secondary compulsory education is the authority of office shared by the 
central and local governments, and preschool education has not yet been included in the scope of compulsory, 
which is mainly undertaken by local governments. Employment assistance for the unemployed people is the 
authority of office shared by the central government and local governments. Social security for disadvantaged 
groups and social assistance belong to the urban and rural community affairs, and local governments have the 
authority over these affairs, the central government providing financial and technical support. 
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expenditure gap of the local government due to the fulfillment of the 

authority of office and exercise of the expenditure responsibility are 

mainly made up through the general transfer payments of governments 

at higher-level, except that part of the capital expenditure is arranged by 

ways of issuing government bonds according to relevant laws. If the 

financial powers of the local governments are entrusted to the central 

government to exercise, the local government shall take care of the 

corresponding expenses.  

- For the common financial powers of central and local government, the 

expenditure responsibilities shall be divided based on different 

circumstances. According to the properties of basic public services, the 

financial powers reflecting national treatment, civil rights, involving the 

national unified market and freely-flowed elements, such as basic 

endowment insurance, basic public health service, and compulsory 

education, a unified national standard can be formulated, and the 

responsibility of expenditure shall be proportionally shouldered by the 

central and local governments, or be mainly shouldered by the central 

government. Taking expenditure for medical and health care, 5 

education, social security and employment as examples, the 

expenditure responsibilities for medical and health care are shared by 

the central and local governments, with the local government taking the 

main responsibility. Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal 

Expenditure for Medical and Health Care in 2007-2015 is listed in Table 

1 6 . The Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal 

Expenditure and for Medical and Health Care and their Ratio Changing 

Trend in 2007-2015 are listed separately in Fig.1 and Fig.2. 

 

 

 

Table 1 Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health Care in 2007-20157 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

 
5 Medical and Health expenditure refers to government health management expenditure. Including medical and 

health management expenditure, medical service expenditure, medical insurance expenditure, disease prevention 

and control expenditure, health supervision expenditure,rural health expenditure and so on. Reference to the 

interpretation of the official website of the National Bureau of Statistic of the People’s Republic of China. 

http://data.stats.gov.cn/easyquery.htm?cn=C01. Date of time: 2017-06-19 
6 Data from the China Statistical Yearbook from 2008 to 2016 publicated by the National Bureau of Statistics of 

the People’s Republic of China. Date of visit: 2017-06-17 
7 Starting from 2013, the item “Expenditure for Medical and Health Care” has been changed as “Expenditure for 

Medical and Health Care, and Family Planning”. 

 

http://data.stats.gov.cn/easyquery.htm?cn=C01
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State Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health 

Care （*100 million Yuan） 
1989

.96  

2757

.04  

3994

.19  

4804

.18  

6429

.51  

7245

.11  

8279

.90  

1017

6.81  

1195

3.18  

Central Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health 

Care （*100 million Yuan） 
34.2

1  

46.7

8  

63.5

0  

73.5

6  

71.3

2  

74.2

9  

76.7

0  90.25  84.51  

Ratio of Central Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and 

Health Care 

1.72

% 

1.70

% 

1.59

% 

1.53

% 

1.11

% 

1.03

% 

0.93

% 

0.89

% 

0.71

% 

Local Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health 

Care（*100 million Yuan） 
1955

.75  

2710

.26  

3930

.69  

4730

.62  

6358

.19  

7170

.82  

8203

.20  

1008

6.56  

1186

8.67  

Ratio of Local Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and 

Health Care  

98.2

8% 

98.3

0% 

98.4

1% 

98.4

7% 

98.8

9% 

98.9

7% 

99.0

7% 

99.11

% 

99.29

% 

Fig1.  The Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health Care in 

2007-2015 

Fig2.  The Ratio Changing Trend of of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Medical and Health 

Care in 2007-2015 

Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Education 

in 2007-2015 is listed Table 28 for details. The Changing Trend of China’s 
 
8 Medical and health expenditure refers to government expenditure on medical and health care, which include 

expenditure on medical and health management services, expenditure on medical services, expenditure on 
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Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Education and their Ratio 

Changing Trend in 2007-2015 are separately listed in Fig.3 and Fig.4. 

Table 2 Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Education in 2007-2015 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

State Fiscal Expenditure for 

Education （Billion Yuan） 
7122.

32  

9010

.21  

1043

7.54  

1255

0.02  

1649

7.33  

2124

2.10  

2200

1.76  

2304

1.71  

2627

1.88  

Central Fiscal Expenditure for 

Education （Billion Yuan） 
395.2

6  

491.

63  

567.

62  

720.

96  

999.

05  

1101

.46  

1106

.65  

1253.

62  

1358.

17  

Ratio of Central Fiscal Expenditure 

for Education 

5.55

% 

5.46

% 

5.44

% 

5.74

% 

6.06

% 

5.19

% 

5.03

% 

5.44

% 

5.17

% 

Local Fiscal Expenditure for 

Education（Billion Yuan） 
6727.

06  

8518

.58  

9869

.92  

1182

9.06  

1549

8.28  

2014

0.64  

2089

5.11  

2178

8.09  

2491

3.71  

Ratio of Local Fiscal Expenditure 

for Education  

94.45

% 

94.5

4% 

94.5

6% 

94.2

6% 

93.9

4% 

94.8

1% 

94.9

7% 

94.56

% 

94.83

% 

  

 
medical care, control of disease prevention and control, health supervision and expenditure, maternal and child 
health expenditure, rural health expenditure, etc Refer to the definitions on the website of the National Bureau 
of Statistics of the People’s Republic of China. Date of visit: 2017-06-199 
8 Data from the China Statistical Yearbook from 2008 to 2016 publicated by the National Bureau of Statistics of 

the People’s Republic of China. Date of visit: 2017-06-17  
8 From 2013, expenditure on medical health was changed to expenditure on medical health and family planning. 
8 Data from the China Statistical Yearbook from 2008 to 2016 publicated by the National Bureau of Statistics of 

the People’s Republic of China. Date of visit: 2017-06-17 
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Fig3.  The Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Education in 2007-2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig4.  The Ratio Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Education in 2007-2015 

Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social 

Safety and Employment Effort in 2007-2015 is listed in Table 39 . The 

Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social 

Security and Employment and their Ratio Changing Trend in 2007-2015 

are listed in Fig.5 and Fig.6.  

 

  

 
9 Data from the China Statistical Yearbook from 2008 to 2016 publicated by the National Bureau of Statistics of 

the People’s Republic of China. Date of visit: 2017-06-17 
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Table 3 Statistics on China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social Security and Employment in 2007-

2015 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

State Fiscal Expenditure for Social 

Safety Net and Employment Effort 

（Billion Yuan） 
5447.

16  

6804

.29  

7606

.68  

9130

.62  

1110

9.40  

1258

5.52  

1449

0.54  

1596

8.85  

1901

8.69  

Central Fiscal Expenditure for 

Social Safety Net and Employment 

Effort （Billion Yuan） 
342.6

3  

344.

28  

454.

37  

450.

30  

502.

48  

585.

67  

640.

82  

699.9

1  

723.0

7  

Ratio of Central Fiscal Expenditure 

for Social Safety Net and 

Employment Effort 

6.29

% 

5.06

% 

5.97

% 

4.93

% 

4.52

% 

4.65

% 

4.42

% 

4.38

% 

3.80

% 

Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social 

Safety Net and Employment Effort

（Billion Yuan） 
5104.

53  

6460

.01  

7152

.31  

8680

.32  

1060

6.92  

1199

9.85  

1384

9.72  

1526

8.94  

1829

5.62  

Ratio of Local Fiscal Expenditure 

for Social Safety Net and 

Employment Effort 

93.71

% 

94.9

4% 

94.0

3% 

95.0

7% 

95.4

8% 

95.3

5% 

95.5

8% 

95.62

% 

96.20

% 

 

Fig5.  The Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social Security and Employment 

in 2007-2015 
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Fig6.  The Ratio Changing Trend of China’s Central and Local Fiscal Expenditure for Social Security and 

Employment t in 2007-2015 

For the financial powers with wide coverage of benefits and complicated  

information, such as trans-provincial(district, municipality) major 

infrastructure projects, environmental protection and governance, public 

culture etc.,  according to the degree of spillover of the financial power, 

the responsibility of expenditure shall be proportionally shouldered by the 

central and local government, or with certain subsidies from the central 

government. For the financial powers which are taken care by certain 

agencies in the central and local governments, such as scientific R&D, 

higher education, etc., the central and local government shall take their 

respective responsibilities of expenditure. For the financial powers where 

the central government takes the responsibilities of supervision, 

management, planning, standards stipulation and the local government 

takes the responsibilities of implementation and execution, the central 

government and the local government shall take their corresponding 

responsibilities of expenditure.   

- Division of authority of office and responsibilities of expenditure for 

governments below the provincial level. Provincial governments move 

some of their basic public services functions to the governments of 

higher level who are more suitable to bear these responsibilities, and 

make clear the responsibilities of the provincial governments in 

maintaining regional economic and social stability, promoting 

coordinated economic development, promoting equalization of basic 

public services in the region, etc. On the other hand, provincial 

governments move some of their basic public services functions to the 

governments of lower level who have advantages in information and 

managements in terms of resident livelihood, social security, urban and 

rural development, and public facilities management, etc., so as to 

strengthen the responsibilities of the grassroots governments in 

honoring and implementing the national policies and policies enacted 
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by the governments of higher level. Based on the division of authority 

of office for governments below provincial level, the financial system 

and the financial capability of the grassroots governments, the 

provincial government shall reasonably determine the responsibility of 

expenditure of the governments below the provincial level, and avoid 

excessive responsibility of expenditure for grassroots governments.10 

6. China's political and administrative characteristics. 

First, the ruling party is the core of decision-making. Second, the People’s 

Congress at all levels is a procedural decision-making body of major issues. 

Third, it is a centralized and unified administrative system, where the 

central government has great control of the lower governments at lower 

levels, and the local governments have little autonomous authority. Fourth, 

the functions of the central and local governments at all levels are too 

macroscopic, convergent and vague, without highlighting their differences 

and their social service functions for citizens. 

II. China's Central and Local Administrative Reform and 

Functional Change.  

With the influences of the liberation of ideology, the promotion of 

economic transition and the impact of global administrative reform, China 

have entered a new era of bringing order out of chaos and reform and 

opening up since 1978. The central and local governments have also begun 

a process of administrative reform and functional adjustment to meet the 

new demands of economic reform and social progress. So far the process 

can be summarized into three stages, seven reforms and four advances.  

(I)Three Stages and Seven Reforms 

1. Preliminary Exploration Stage from 1978 to 1992. This stage is when 

the Chinese people began to form consensus on reform and opening up, to 

reflect on the highly centralized planned economic system and the 

government management tradition, to explore new economic development 

methods and new administrative methods, to change the long-term 

depressed state of the society, to unleash the enthusiasm and creativity of 

the people and to activate social productive forces. During this period, there 

were two main administrative reforms: 

--Reform in 1982. It was mainly targeted to solve the aging problem of 

leaders in the entire system, to establish a normal retirement system of 

leadership, to abolish the system of life tenure of leadership, and to bring 

 
10 The Guideline of the State Council on Promoting the Reform of Dividing Financial Powers and Expenditure 

Responsibilities between Central and Local Government. (Issued by the State Council, [2016]49)， The State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-08/24/content_5101963.htm.  

http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-08/24/content_5101963.htm
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younger staff to the administrative posts. This reform is more political than 

administrative. 

--Reform in 1988. The proposition that "it is the key for the institutional 

reform to change the government function" was put forward for the first 

time in history, which marked that the reform of China's government 

agencies began to break the limitations of focusing only on administrative 

structure adjustment, and gradually embarked on the substantial reform 

track. 

2. Significant Progress Stage from 1993 to 2002. During this stage, China 

began to abandon the planned economy and adopt the social market 

economy, and proceed with a substantial reform of the government 

administration system. The focus of the reform was to accelerate the 

separation of the government and business organizations and establish 

corresponding government organizations and functions. During this period, 

there were two main administrative reforms: 

-- Reform in 1993. The focus was to transform the government-run 

enterprises into joint-stock companies in accordance with modern 

enterprise system, based on the requirements of the establishment of a 

market economic system; to intend to clarify the boundaries between 

government and enterprises, to strengthen the departments of 

macroeconomic management and market supervision, to strengthen social 

management functions departments, and to transform the professional 

economic management sectors in the government into industry 

associations or economic entities. 

-- Reform in 1998. Although the Chinese market economic framework was 

basically formed, the way of exercising the administrative power was still 

lagging behind. This reform continued to solve the problems of non-

separation of government administration and businesses, oversized 

organization and overstaffing, to establish an administrative system that 

adapts to the market economy. The reform made a breakthrough in the 

separation of government and enterprises and revoked a number of 

industrial economic management departments in the government. 

3. Comprehensive Deepening Stage from 2003 onwards. By now, more 

than 20 years of reform and opening up had brought significant 

accumulations to Chinese economy, and people's lives have greatly 

improved. However, the social polarization between the rich and the poor 

and the social conflicts caused by public power monopoly had also 

intensified. According to the social needs, governments at all levels began 

to improve the relationship between the government and the market and 

the relationship between the market and the society, and put forward the 
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new goals of establishing a service-oriented government and a government 

with rule of law. During this period, there were three main administrative 

reforms: 

-- Reform in 2003. Based on the new contradictions during the economic 

and social development and the new requirements for its membership in 

the World Trade Organization, this reform clarified for the first time in 

history that the functions of the government include economic regulation, 

market supervision, social management and public services. In the 

government management functions and institutional settings the economic 

management department was further weakened, while the sectors for 

market supervision, social management and public service were 

strengthened, highlighting the goal of administration by law. 

-- Reform in 2008. The emphasis of this reform was to trial the " super 

department system" based on the experiences of the functional 

organization arrangement of governments in developed countries, which 

reflected the pursuits of strengthening social service function, 

comprehensive system reform, and department function integration.  

-- Reform in 2013. This reform has several focuses: 

Focus 1: to optimize functional allocation, steadily promote the super 

department system, and to reduce functional overlapping and 

decentralization between government departments; 

Focus 2: to give full play to the fundamental roles of the market in the 

allocation of resources; 

Focus 3: to create conveniences for the social organization to obtain the 

role of legal entity, and to accelerate the formation of a modern social 

organization system with separation of politics and society, clearly defined 

rights and responsibilities, and self-governance by law.  

Focus 4: to establish a cooperative relationship between the central and 

local governments, where local governments have the autonomous power 

to invest and conduct operational activities. 

Focus 5: to innovate social management, provide fair treatment of social 

forces, and to provide public services including health care, education, 

culture, sports, and community service, and increase the intensity of 

government purchase services.  

Focus 6: to strengthen the institutional building and administration by law.  

(II) Achievements Brought by Administrative Reform 

Administrative reform has helped the central and local governments to 

achieve unprecedented achievements in their organizations, functions, 
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behaviors, etc.  

1. Organizational streamlining and structure optimization. Prior to the first 

institutional reform in 1982, there were 100 institutions under the central 

government, 51 of which were ministerial institutions that directly manage 

the economy, and 7 of which are industrial ministries which were in charge 

of machinery manufacturing industry. Besides, there were also numerous 

governmental institutions at local level, an example of which was that there 

were about 70 provincial-level institutions, reflecting the features of 

planned economy era that the government managed all matters, whether 

important or trivial. After several institutional restructurings, the number 

of institutions at all levels of government was notably reduced. 

Table 4. Number of Institutions in Central Government after 7 Institutional Restructuring11 

 
General 
Office 

Departments Special Entity Agencies 
Directly 

Subordinate 
Agencies 

Working 
Bodies 

Total 

1981 1 51   43 5 100 

1988 1 40   19 6 66 

1993 1 40   13 5 59 

1998 1 29   17 6 53 

2003 1 28 1  18 4 52 

2008 1 27 1 2 15 4 50 

2013 1 25 1 2 15 4 48 

The number of local government agencies has also been reduced after 

several adjustments. After the reform of the local government institutions 

in 2008, the number of departments for provincial government was reduced 

to around 40, which was about 30 for smaller provinces; the number of 

departments for municipalities under direct control of the Central 

Government was about 45, which was about 40 for big cities; the number 

of departments for medium cities was about 35, and that for small cities 

was about 25. The number of departments for county government was 

designed at 20 to 30 according to their respective economic and social 

development conditions. For example, there were about 70 departments in 

Beijing at the initial stage of the reform, which has been reduced to 42 now; 

and there were 65 departments in Shenzhen at the initial stage of the reform, 

and now there are 43 departments. The previous reforms concerning the 

 
11 Ma Qingyu compiled from data of the previous reforms. 
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market economy have brought important changes to government agencies. 

The first change is a significant reduction in the departments for  

economic management. For example, departments for construction 

materials, coal, textile, petroleum, chemical, metallurgy, machinery, 

electricity, electronics, railways, nonferrous metals, domestic trade, etc 

have been removed from the government, whose functions have been 

gradually marketized. 

The second change is the increase of market supervision departments. In 

order to meet the needs of the market economy, functional departments like 

state-owned assets supervision, financial supervision, insurance industry 

supervision, product quality supervision, safety production supervision, 

food and drug supervision, cultural asset supervision, urban management 

and law enforcement, cultural law enforcement have been set up.  

The third change is the strengthening of the public services departments. 

Department for social security, environmental protection resources, 

housing, transportation, water resources, business, tourism, culture, 

education, science and technology, sanitation and health, landscaping, 

intellectual property, petition, social work, emergency management, etc., 

have become the basic agencies at all levels of government.  

The fourth change is the tentative construction of super department system. 

At the beginning of the reform in 2008, in order to solve the problem of 

cross-function and cross-government issues, the integration of similar 

functional departments was initiated in the light of the experience of other 

countries, which have formed big departments including departments for 

industry and information, transportation, human resources and social 

security, housing and urban and rural construction, health and family 

planning, planning and land resources, press and publication of radio and 

television, marketing and quality supervision, food and drug regulation, etc.  

Table 5.Forty-two Governmental agencies of Beijing in 201612 

Twenty-three (23) Cabinet institutions ： Development and Reform Commission, Education 

Commission, Science and Technology Commission, Economic Information Commission, Civil 

Affairs Bureau, Public Security Bureau, Civil Affairs Bureau, Bureau of Justice, Finance Bureau, 

Human Resources and Social Security Bureau, Planning Land and Resources Commission, 

Environmental Protection Bureau, housing urban and rural construction committee, city 

management committee, traffic Committee, Agriculture Commission, Water Affairs Bureau, 

Commerce Commission, Tourism Commission, Culture Bureau, Health and Life Committee, Audit 

Bureau, Foreign Affairs Office 

One (1) Special entity：State-owned Assets Supervision & Administration Commission 

Sixteen (16) directly subordinate agency;：Administration Bureau, Bureau of Cultural Affairs, 

 
12 Refer to Beijing Municipal Government Portal：http://zhengwu.beijing.gov.cn/sjbmzqxx/default.htm, 

excluding dispatched agencies and departmental administrations. 

http://zhengwu.beijing.gov.cn/sjbmzqxx/default.htm
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Bureau of Statistics, Landscaping Bureau, Finance Bureau, Intellectual Property Office, Civil 

Defense Bureau, Bureau of Cultural Affairs and Taxation Bureau, Overseas Chinese Affairs Office, 

Petition Office, Social Construction Office 

Two (2) Integrated law enforcement agencies ：Urban Management & Law Enforcement Bureau, 

Culture Enforcement Bureau 

2. Functional transformation and people-oriented principle. The functions 

of the Chinese government were mainly focused on political struggles 

before 1980; which was shifted to economic construction from 1980 to 

2003; Ever since2003, the government functions have been re-adjusted to 

emphasize on economic construction, social management and public 

services, with more emphasis on social management and public services, 

with an aim of fundamentally transforming government functions to the 

creation of a favorable environment for development, the provision of 

quality public services and the maintaining of social fairness and justice. 

To this end, the government has adopted a series of reform initiatives.  

--The ruling party, all levels of governments, all levels of public power 

organs shall be completely decoupled from their own business companies; 

and the military, armed police, public security, procuratorates, courts, etc. 

shall no longer be engaged in business activities, so that the government 

and enterprises are completely separated. 

--The leaders of the ruling party, governments and various public 

authorities shall no longer serve as the leaders of social organizations in 

order to facilitate the separation of government and social organizations. 

--Except for departments in charge of agriculture, forestry, transportation, 

industry and information, business and other economic management, other 

industrial management agencies in governments shall be removed from the 

government departments, in order to facilitate the separation of the 

government and the market. 

--The focus of social management and public service work was clarified. 

The regional focus was the rural backward areas and the western region of 

China; the population focus is on rural and urban vulnerable groups; while 

the task focus is on basic public services, including the improvement of 

urban and rural compulsory education guarantee mechanism, the 

establishment of urban and rural basic medical and health service system, 

the establishment of housing security system based on the existing 

conditions of the urban and rural areas, the set-up of urban and rural social 

security and relief system, the acceleration of the construction of rural 

public infrastructure and the protection of the ecological environment. 

3. Streamlining administration and simplifying approval procedure. In line 

with the change of functions, from the beginning of 2002, the Chinese 
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government initiated its effort in streamlining administration, delegating 

power, simplifying approval procedures, and stimulating social vitality. 

--Reform of the administrative examination and approval system of the 

Central Government. Over the ten years since China has launched the 

reform of the administrative examination and approval system in 2001 till 

2012, the central government has abolished and adjusted 2497 

administrative examination and approval projects, accounting for 69.3% of 

the original total. In 2013, the new government took office and continued 

to take it as an important goal to streamline administration and delegate 

power and optimize services, along with the transformation of government 

functions. According to the statistics at the beginning of 2013, the central 

government departments have a total of 1526 administrative examination 

and approval items. From March 2013 to February 2016, the current 

government has, for nine times, abolished and decentralized 599 

administrative examination and approval items of various departments of 

the State Council, a decreased of 39%. Among them, 491 items were 

abolished, accounting for 80% of the total; 319 unnecessary occupational 

qualifications and permissions were abolished; 258 non-administrative 

licensing examination and approval items were abolished, and the rest were 

transformed to administrative licensing or adjusted to the government 

internal examination and approval matters, calling an end to the "non-

administrative licensing approval" category; 230 unreasonable regional 

examination and approval items designated by the central government 

were abolished; agent services related to administrative examination and 

approval were reduced by 70%, industrial and commercial registration pre-

approval were reduced by 85%. 

--The reform of the examination and approval system of the local 

government. Local governments at all levels started with full efforts to 

streamline administration, delegate power and optimize the administrative 

examination and  approval procedures in accordance with the 

requirements of the central government and local conditions. For example, 

Beijing has implemented a series of reform measures in terms of 

decentralization, reorganization and integration, and optimization services. 

One of them was to focus on solving the issue of unreasonable examination 

and approval and overcomplicated approval process. Ever since 2001, it 

has, for five times, abolished and decentralized 439 approval items, 

accounting for 33.7% of the original 1300 items, among which 234 items 

are abolished, 205 items are decentralized to the district and the county 

government departments, so as to achieve the objective of one-third 

reduction of administrative examination and approval items. After these 

reforms, Beijing now has 864 items for examination and approval. 
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At the same time, Beijing has built up a thorough government service 

system. A city government service center has been set up, including 40 

departments that handle approvals for enterprises, social organizations and 

the public, 740 examination and approval items, and 594 staff. Beijing's 16 

districts and counties have also established their perspective 

comprehensive service halls or integrated service centers, which provide 

services like consultation, acceptance, approval and certification, and have 

achieved very good results, realizing the objectives of providing 

"centralized and integrated administration and services". 

After five administrative examination and approval reforms, Shenzhen has 

reduced its examination and approval items from its original 1800 items to 

today’s 347 items, a decrease of 80%, including 120 items decentralized 

from the central government and the provincial government. 

--Reform of local government's industrial and commercial registration 

service: Starting from 2013, the central government has led governments 

at all levels to take a big step in the construction of service-oriented 

government, with the main focus on significantly reducing the registration 

threshold for industrial and commercial enterprises. By lowering registered 

capital, permitting enterprises to operate before obtaining their business 

certificate, and relaxing on place of business registration, this reform has 

released the potentials for mass entrepreneurship, and accelerated the fast 

growth of market entities. In 2015, the country's new registered market 

entities amounted to about 14.8 million with an annual growth rate of 

14.5%, and registered capital was increased to 30 trillion yuan, with an 

annual growth rate of 48%. By the end of 2015, the country has 77.469 

million market entities, with a year-on-year increase of nearly 12%, and 

registered capital of 1.7 trillion yuan, an increase of about 36%. 

III. Government System Reform and t Social Organization 

Growth 

Government reform has also created conditions for the development of 

social organizations in China. Over the past four decades since 1978, 

China's social organizations have experienced four stages of development, 

i.e., “recovery development period”, “tortuous development period”, 

“stable development period” and “fast growth period”. (Ma & Liao, 2015)  

See Figure 7. 

Fig.7.The Development of China’s Social Organizations 1978-2015  
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Collated according to Ma Qingyu’s "Chinese Social Organizations Development Strategy". 

Social Science Literature Publishing House, 2015. 

 

The Cultural Revolution after 1966 has brought all kinds of communities 

in China to an end. The end of the Cultural Revolution and the policy of 

reform and opening up adopted in 1976 began to break the original 

economic system, creating opportunities for the development of social 

groups, and social groups began to recover in an open environment. In 

order to establish an order for the management of the social organizations 

by the state, the Chinese government has introduced a number of 

institutional measures, including: firstly, during the State Council's 

institutional reform in 1988, the Ministry of Civil Affairs set up a 

community management division that is especially responsible for the 

registration and management services of foundations and social groups; 

secondly, the State Council promulgated the Regulations on the 

Administration of Foundations in August 1988; thirdly, the State Council 

promulgated the Interim Provisions on the Administration of Foreign 

Chamber of Commerce in June 1989; fourthly, the State Council 

promulgated Management of the Registration of Social Organizations in 

October 1989, and one of its key contents is to establish the system of the 

double examination and approval by the registration authority and the 

business supervising department, which had an inhibitory effect upon the 

subsequent establishment and development of social organizations. In 

general, however, benefiting from the good environment of ideological 

emancipation and reform and opening up, the development of China’s 

social organizations experienced its first 10-year-long growth period. By 

1989, China had 1,600 national communities and 200,000 local 

communities.   

2. Tortuous Development Period (1990-2001). In this decade, the 

substantial progress of economic reform in China has infused growth 

vitality of social organizations. At the same time, social organizations also 
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underwent repeated setbacks because of the emergence of negative factors 

so that the development of social organizations at this stage showed "∩" 

type trajectory. The 1989 Tian’anmen Event has led to the establishment of 

the “double approval” system for non-governmental social groups, which 

caused that a large number of social organizations were forced to dissolve 

because they could not find their business supervising department. The 

total number of social groups declined from the previous 200,000 to 

110,000 in 1991, falling into their first trough since the reform and opening 

up. 

In 1992, the publishment of the famous "Southern Tour Talk" of Deng 

Xiaoping and the 14th National Congress of the Communist Party of China 

have explicitly pointed out the direction of China's reform from a planned 

economy to a market economy, thus opening the door to the re-adjustment 

of government functions and market functions. The clear choice of the 

economic transition  acted as incentives for social organizations  to 

develop in China, which totaled nearly 190,000. In 1998, the community 

management division under the Ministry of Civil Affairs Administration 

was renamed to "State Administration Bureau of Non-governmental 

Organizations". Local administration bureaus of non-governmental 

organizations were also set up after the reform of local government 

institutions, which demonstrated the priority and fortification given by the 

government to social organization management in terms of form of 

institutions. However in 1998, due to the influences of Falun Gong, the 

State revised the Regulations on the Registration of Social Organizations 

and issued the Provisional Regulations on the Registration and 

Administration of Private Non-enterprise Units to further strengthen the 

double examination and approval. In 1999, a new round of clean-up and 

rectification was carried out, leading to a further decline in the number of 

social groups. Compared with the peak of 187,000 organizations in 1996, 

in 2001 the number was dropped to 129,000, a reduction of nearly 60,000. 

This is the second trough in social organization development. But because 

of the rapid growth of private non-enterprise units in the economic tide, the 

number of social organizations developed to about 250,000 at this stage. 

3. Stable development period (2002-2012). At the end of 2001, China 

successfully joined WTO. From 2002 onwards, the Chinese government 

has made it clear to strengthen the social service functions and build a 

service-oriented government in accordance with the requirements of the 

market economy. From 2002 to 2012, the Communist Party of China held 

a total of 11 plenary sessions which discussed about the role of social 

organizations and their development, and among them the most obvious 

policy inflection point appeared in 2006’s Decision of the CPC Central 

Committee on Several Major Issues in Building a Socialist Harmonious 
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Society; which, for the first time, made a clear statement to support social 

organizations to participate in social management and public services. 

Since then, the depth and orientation of the decisions has been enhanced 

year by year until the 18th CPC National Congress in 2012 which set it as 

an important issue of China's reform to “accelerate the formation of 

modern social organization system”. It is precisely the changes in the 

concept of the ruling party that had led the local governments at all levels 

to actively follow up, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong, Shenzhen 

and other local governments, who made special decisions and planning for 

the reform and development of social organizations and took policy 

measures, including: 1)  as: to implement tax incentives for public welfare 

donations to promote the autonomous governance of social organizations; 

2) to abolish the dual management system of social organizations; 3) to 

explore the cooperation in services between the government and social 

organizations; 4) to implement government’s  procurement of social 

organization services, etc. A series of favorable factors and conditions have 

promoted the development of social organizations in China to increase 

from 250,000 to nearly 500,000 in this decade.  

4. Fast growth period (2013-). A series of innovative thinking and 

comprehensive reform and deployment were enacted upon the 

inauguration of the new CPC Central Committee members and the 

leadership of the central government in 2013. In particular in November 

2013, the Chinese Communist Party published Decision on Some Major 

Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the Reform, which 

attached more emphasis on the role and function of social organizations in 

national governance, and made arrangements for the reform of social 

organizations management system, creating  unprecedented development 

conditions for social organizations. 

In particular, at least 10 supportive laws, regulations and policies have been 

enacted  after the 18th CPC National Congress, providing support for the 

development of social organization forms, social services forms and social 

participation forms. The main points of these policies are: 

--The 18th CPC National Congress for the first time proposed to accelerate 

the formation of a modern social organization system featured with the 

separation of the government and social groups, clear definitions of powers 

and responsibilities, and self-governing by laws. (2012) 

--Environmental Law stipulates that environmental protection social 

organizations obtain the qualification as the main body of public interest 

litigation (2012). 

--The 12th National People's Congress for the first time proposed that four 
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types of social organizations:  charity organizations, social organizations 

in the field of science and technology, industry associations and chamber 

of commerce, and social organizations of urban and rural community 

service can simplify their registration procedures (2013). 

--The Central government published guidance for the purchasing of 

services from social organizations (2013). 

--The Ruling Party forbade retired leaders to take part-time jobs in social 

organizations (2014). 

--The Central government implements the program to separate industry 

associations and chamber of commerce from government agencies (2015). 

--The Central Government issued opinions on the implementation of 

private capital participation in the development of pension services (2015). 

--Charity Law of the People's Republic of China was implemented on 

November 1, 2016. 

--The Central Government issued opinions on the reform of the social 

organization and management system to promote the healthy and orderly 

development of social organizations (2016). 

--Ministry of Civil Affairs issued regulations on conducting annual 

expenditure and management fees for their charitable activities by 

charitable organizations(2016). 

The reform of the top-level system has created favorable conditions for the 

development of social organizations. By the end of 2015, China has a total 

of 662,000 corporate social organizations which have a staff of 7.348 

million from all walks of life with an annual cumulative revenue of 292.9 

billion yuan, an annual expenditure of 238.38 billion yuan and a fixed asset 

of 231.1 billion yuan, and have received all kinds of social donations of 

$ 610.3 billion, making them the support of social service products supply. 

 

Take Shenzhen City as an example, by the end of 2015, Shenzhen City has 

registered 1180 corporate social organizations, including 5115 associations, 

4803 civil non-profit organizations and 182 foundations. Now there are 673 

industry associations and 3624 community social organizations. According 

to the requirements of the 7th  administrative reform of the Central 

Government, Shenzhen has given up the double examination and approval 

on such social organizations as the organizations of industrial and 

commercial economy, organizations of social welfare, organizations of 

charity, organizations of social services, organizations of entertainment, 

organizations of science and technology, organizations of sports and 
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organizations of ecological environment and has adopted direct registration 

for these eight kinds of social organizations. There are now 2253 directly 

registered social organizations, accounting for 22.31% of the total number 

of social organizations in Shenzhen. 

In Beijing, by the end of 2015,  the number of corporate social 

organizations increased to 9721, including: 761 science and technology 

research organizations, 85 ecological environment organizations, 33,181 

educational organizations, 535 health organizations, 1,634 social service 

organizations, 671 cultural organizations, 596 sports organizations, 84 

legal organizations, 617 organizations for business services, 44 religious 

organizations, 601 organizations for agriculture and rural development, 

168 professional and business organizations, and 744 organizations for 

other fields.  

In his book The Management of the Next Society (2002), Peter Drucker 

pointed out that “during the past four or five decades, the economy is the 

dominant force; and for the next two to three decades, social problems will 

become the dominant force”.  Jeff Morgan, et al. (2006) said: “The next 

few decades will witness the appearance of more important innovations in 

the social sector rather than in the commercial sectors like information 

technology or insurance sectors.”4 Their predictions about social problems 

and social innovations have become an objective reality in today’s China. 

According to official data, China has a large number of service demand 

groups in the field of public charity, mainly including: 137 million elderly 

people over 65 years old, 85.2 million disabled people, 55.75 million poor 

people, 9.6 million people that need special care, 1.46 million drug addicts, 

52.5 million orphans, about 500,000 AIDS patients, as well as large-scale 

new immigrants that come from rural areas and strive for a living in big 

cities”5. For these special groups, government resources are far from 

enough; the cooperation of various social organizations and governments 

will serve as supplementary and timely assistance to provide services for 

different groups of people and solve their problems.  
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