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Abstract

Local governments worldwide are increasingly adopting mobile government (m-government)
platforms to offer more accessible and convenient public services and to advance digital governance.
China has been at the vanguard of this trend, with substantial investments and promotion of
m-government platforms by its provincial and municipal governments. This study investigates how
individual Chinese citizens engage with various local m-government platforms. Through platform
analysis and 44 semi-structured interviews, we identified the interviewees’ motivations and de-
mands for m-government app engagement, including convenience, anticipated benefits, social image
improvement, and access to high-quality services. Our findings suggest that interviewees obtained
diverse forms of gratification from their m-government participation, including heightened effi-
ciency and convenience, enhanced social image, and a greater sense of safety and belonging.
However, interviewees also expressed various concerns and preferences regarding different types
of m-government platforms. Our research highlights that the Chinese government has strategically
leveraged the COVID-19 pandemic to expedite the adoption and regular usage of local
m-government platforms not only for social surveillance and control but, more prominently, to
reinforce its digital governance capabilities, digital performance legitimacy, and nationwide
digitization.
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Introduction

As an extension and evolution of electronic government (e-government) (Ishmatova & Obi, 2009),
mobile government (m-government) has become increasingly popular in the global context. China
has been at the forefront of this trend, with provincial and municipal governments heavily pro-
moting various m-government platforms. In China, local m-government platforms are mostly
managed by provincial and municipal governments, or co-developed with private companies (e.g.,
Tencent and Alibaba) to provide a wide range of public services and information to local residents.
Following a national policy to facilitate “Internet + government services” (State Council, 2016),
local governments have invested substantially in m-government platforms at provincial and pre-
fectural levels. By 2022, all 31 provinces' in China have developed and implemented their
m-government platforms to advance public services and digital governance. These platforms
promise citizens greater availability, mobility, and accessibility when accessing public services and
information (Kesavarapu & Mun-Kee, 2010; Trimi & Sheng, 2008).

Existing studies on m-government have predominantly centered on Western countries. Despite
Chinese m-government platforms being highly advanced in their widespread usage and the scope of
extensive functions, related research remains limited. Previous studies on China’s m-government
platforms mainly analyze the factors affecting citizens’ adoption through quantitative methods (Liu
et al., 2014; Mensah, 2018, 2019). This paper expands existing scholarship by examining how
individual Chinese citizens engage with multiple m-government platforms to meet their demands
and achieve gratification and their perceptions of these platforms. By employing a qualitative
approach, this study provides an in-depth analysis of Chinese citizens’ engagement with local
m-government platforms.

We employed platform analysis to examine three types of local m-government platforms in
China: provincial-level m-government apps, collaborative government-commercial mobile apps
including local governments’ WeChat public accounts and City Service (31 ifilR%5) mini-programs
on WeChat and Alpay. We also conducted 44 semi-structured interviews with individual Chinese
citizens who live in different cities and provinces to investigate their perceptions and experiences of
using local m-government platforms.

Our findings highlight that, first, local m-government platforms are devised as multifunctional
and integrated platforms, providing various services catering to users’ diverse demands. Local
governments in China have leveraged the COVID-19 pandemic to expand the function and service
scope of their m-government platforms by adding new functions (e.g., health code and COVID-19
test), and therefore strategically reinforce people’s adoption and regular participation in these
platforms. Second, interviewees’ adoption of local m-government platforms has been driven by
various motivations, subsequently resulting in multiple forms of gratification. Third, the varying
degrees of trust in and preferences for local governments and private companies, along with
concerns regarding information privacy and safety, significantly influence interviewees’ attitudes
and practices concerning different types of m-government platforms. Our research contributes to
enriching the growing literature on Chinese citizens’ m-government adoption and participation (Liu
etal., 2014; Zheng & Ma, 2021) and the broader research domains of digital citizenship and digital
governance in China (Fu, 2021; Li & Kostka, 2022).
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Literature review

The development of m-government platforms in China

Governments in different countries have embarked on the adoption and implementation of
e-government and m-government to advance their government performance and offer easily
accessible public services to their citizens (Mensah, 2018, 2019). These digital governance
approaches yield multiple benefits, including improving the accountability and transparency of
government operations, reducing the cost of public information and service delivery, and enabling
efficient communication between governments and citizens (Hung et al., 2013; Karunasena &
Deng, 2012). As a subset and evolution of e-government, m-government refers to government
agencies utilizing various mobile technologies and platforms to deliver public information and
services to citizens and businesses, irrespective of time and location (Ishmatova & Obi, 2009;
Sheng & Trimi, 2008). M-government has more merit than e-government in accessibility,
mobility, and affordability (Kesavarapu & Mun-Kee, 2010; Trimi & Sheng, 2008) and thus
become increasingly popular in recent years. M-government is also viewed as an effective
approach to decreasing the digital divide (Deep & Sahoo, 2011) and facilitating citizens’ par-
ticipation in social governance (Bannister & Connolly, 2014). Both e-government and
m-government have gained significant traction in China, where the number of registered mobile
Internet users reached around 1.03 billion by 2021—representing 20% of the world population
(China Internet Network Information Center (CINIC), 2022). The number of e-government users
in China had reached 0.92 billion by December 2021, accounting for approximately 89% of the
total national Internet user base (CINIC, 2022).

Given the widespread prevalence of m-government in China, a deeper understanding of how
m-government platforms are implemented and used is crucially warranted. Notably,
m-government platforms take various forms in China, encompassing m-government apps
launched and managed by the provincial and municipal-level governments and different
government departments (e.g., traffic management bureau, tax office, and civil affairs bureau) as
well as the m-government platforms co-developed by local governments and private companies
like Tencent and Alibaba. Examples of such collaborative government-commercial platforms
include local governments’ WeChat public accounts and City Service mini-programs on
WeChat and Alipay. Table 1 summarizes the three types of local m-government platforms
currently popular and commonly used by Chinese citizens, which constitute the subject of this
study.

Compared with the United States, United Kingdom, and Singapore, which started developing
e-government as early as the 1980s (Beynon-Davies, 2005), China introduced digital government
services only in the late 1990s. For example, China launched its e-government services through the
“Government Online Project” in 1999, which was implemented at various levels of government (Ma
et al., 2005). As an evolution of e-government, m-government was introduced in the mid to late
2010s and facilitated by the “Internet Plus Strategy”™ and the increasing prevalence of mobile
technologies and devices in China (Ma et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020). Following this top-down
mandate, local m-government platforms have been rolled out rapidly over recent years, even
surpassing many pioneering countries. By 2020, all 31 provinces in China had launched their
official integrated one-stop m-government apps (Wang et al., 2020). Song (2020) reveals that the
local m-government platforms in China play an increasingly vital role in facilitating communication
and interaction between the public and governments. These platforms serve as crucial channels for
the public to report issues and for governments to address diverse and complex public demands.
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Table I. The three types of local m-government platforms.

Types of local m-government

platforms Owners/initiators Description
Provincial-level local Provincial governments  These provincial-level m-government apps are
m-government apps launched by the local provincial governments.

For example, Zhejiang province launched the
Zheliban app (HTE7}) in 2019 as its official
provincial m-government platform. Similarly,
Shanghai launched the Suishenban app (Bt i 71)
in 2018. Beijing launched the Beijingtong app (1t
5UIH) in 2019. Figure 3 delineates all of the
31 local m-government apps launched by
different provincial governments in China.

Local governments’ WeChat Provincial governments  Local governments’ WeChat public accounts are

public accounts and city governments co-developed by different tiers of local

governments in China and the WeChat platform.
For example, Zhejiang province launched its
provincial-level public WeChat account named
Zheliban (472 7). Zhengzhou, the capital city of
Henan province, launched its city-level public
WeChat account called Zhenghaoban (J%F 7).
These public accounts operate on WeChat,
enabling users to follow their local governments’
public accounts and receive the latest public
information for free. Some local governments’
WeChat public accounts also allow users to
access certain types of public services. These
services include checking social and medical
insurance information, reviewing traffic violation
records, proposing suggestions, and reporting
issues directly to local authorities.

City Service mini-programs  City governments The City Service mini-programs on WeChat and

on WeChat and Alipay Alipay exemplify a type of cooperation between

local governments and commercial platforms in
terms of offering public services to local
residents. Many cities in China have collaborated
with both WeChat and Alipay to launch their
own City Service mini-programs. Users can freely
access the City Service functions on their
WeChat and Alipay and engage with a diverse
range of public services. Figures | and 2 show
examples of Hangzhou’s City Service mini-
programs on WeChat and Alipay.

Notwithstanding the prominent development of local m-government apps, (Reddick & Zheng,
2017) suggest that Chinese citizens’ use of and satisfaction rate with these apps was relatively low
(prior to the COVID-19 pandemic).

Driven by the citizens’ increasing demands for accessible and convenient government services
and the governments’ limited technological capacities, many local governments in China have
recently bolstered their cooperation with private companies to provide m-government services (Ma



Li and Kostka 7

et al., 2021; Yang, 2017). Chinese tech giants Tencent and Alibaba have played a particularly vital
role in cooperating with the local governments to design and deliver public services (Zheng &
Huang, 2016; Zheng & Ma, 2021). For example, the City Service® mini-programs on WeChat and
Alipay are co-developed by local governments in collaboration with Tencent and Alibaba, re-
spectively. As shown in Figures 1 and 2, City Service integrates multiple public services, en-
compassing social and medical insurance, tax, pension, housing provident fund,* transportation,
education, employment, and marriage. Apart from City Service, local governments across various
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levels also cooperate with WeChat to develop their official WeChat accounts, which primarily
focus on delivering public information and serving as spaces for citizen—government
communication.

Government—commercial collaborations in offering public services have multiple benefits,
particularly in alleviating the local governments’ limited technical know-how and motivating their
technological innovation (Zhang & Wang, 2008). Thanks to the technical capabilities and
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tremendous user bases of these large tech firms, local governments can provide public services with
higher quality and reach a broader population. Yang (2017) points out that, compared with other
countries where apprehensions about data privacy and safety might impede government—private
collaborations, m-government platforms can be rolled out in China without addressing such
concerns. This unique dynamic led to some emerging collaborative government-commercial ini-
tiatives becoming pioneers on the global stage. As the m-government services in China are currently
offered by different or even partly competing platforms—government-managed platforms and
commercial platforms, it may trigger competition between local governments and commercial
companies. By engaging with various m-government services, it might be inevitable for users to
draw comparisons between their experiences with government-managed and commercial platforms.
Nonetheless, little is known about how Chinese citizens perceive the different types of
m-government platforms.

Users’ adoption and continuous usage of m-government platforms in China

Existing studies primarily concentrate on examining users’ pre- and post-adoption of e-government
and m-government platforms and the specific determinants affecting user adoption. Research
reveals that multiple factors influence Chinese citizens’ intention to adopt m-government services,
including perceived ease of use (Hung et al., 2013), service quality (Mensah, 2018, 2019), citizens’
trust in government (Liu et al., 2014), perceived usefulness, benefits and value (Zheng & Ma, 2021),
facilitating conditions (Hung et al., 2013), social influence (Hung et al., 2013), user satisfaction
(Reddick & Zheng, 2017), self-efficacy (Hung et al., 2013), and awareness (Yang, 2017). A small
yet growing body of literature also examines the continuous usage of m-government services in
China. Research suggests that perceived usefulness and value, user satisfaction, trust, and service
quality are pivotal factors impacting Chinese users’ continuous usage of m-government services
(Wang, 2014; Xiong et al., 2022).

As government—private collaborations to provide public services have become increasingly
common in China, they have also attracted growing academic attention. Scholars examined
m-government services delivered through WeChat (Yang, 2017) and the m-government micro-
blogging service on Weibo (Guo etal., 2016; Peng et al., 2021). These studies unveil that awareness,
user satisfaction, intention to use, and social and hedonic value positively impact users’
m-government social media usage. Particularly, Guo et al. (2016) uncover that information-seeking,
social activity, content consumption, collective intelligence, and network externality are significant
determinants affecting users’ gratifications and continuous usage of the government’s micro-
blogging service on Weibo.

Although existing research has examined users’ willingness to adopt m-government services,
little is known about how citizens engage with these services and how m-government usage impacts
their everyday lives. Our research aims to enrich the available knowledge on Chinese citizens’
perceptions, adoption, and engagement with the diverse local m-government platforms. Extant
literature primarily employs quantitative methods (e.g., surveys) to study users’ adoption of
m-government services. Our research expands existing studies by conducting platform analysis and
interviews to offer a more nuanced examination of individual Chinese citizens’ engagement with
local m-government platforms.

This study draws on the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) as the primary theoretical
framework to examine how interviewees engage with various local m-government platforms to
fulfill their demands and obtain gratification. UGT focuses on examining why and how individuals
use certain types of media, what needs they aim to satisfy (gratification sought), and what
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gratification they achieve from media use (gratification obtained) (Katz et al., 1973, 1974;
Palmgreen et al., 1980). This theory has been widely applied to examine users’ needs and grat-
ifications for media consumption. Guo et al. (2016), for example, employ UGT to investigate the
gratification determinants impacting Chinese users’ usage of government social media on Weibo.
Also drawing on UGT, Lai (2023) finds that China’s mainstream media platforms provide
m-government services to satisfy users’ needs by offering channels for them to report various issues
encountered in everyday life and monitor local government performance. This greatly empowers
users to engage in social governance of public affairs and derive multifaceted gratifications from
participating in local governance activities. Building on their work, we employ UGT as a theoretical
lens to examine what types of local m-government platforms and services individual Chinese
citizens engage with, how they leverage these platforms to fulfill their demands, and what grat-
ifications they acquire from m-government participation.

Two main research questions are proposed: (1) How do individual Chinese citizens use and
engage with the diverse local m-government platforms in their everyday lives? (2) How do Chinese
citizens perceive the different types of local m-government platforms and their digital participation
based on individual experiences?

Methods

We conducted a platform analysis to examine the three types of local m-government platforms
commonly implemented in China: (a) the provincial-level m-government apps managed by local
governments, and the collaborative government-commercial platforms including (b) local gov-
ernments’ WeChat public accounts and (¢) government City Service mini-programs on WeChat and
Alipay. Concerning the provincial m-government platforms, we selected four apps: Aishandong app
(Z 114, Shandong province), Zheliban (HTE 7}, Zhejiang), Wanshitong (BZ3%if, Anhui), and
Qingsongban (75 ¥4 7}, Qinghai) to examine the differences and similarities in their technical design
and primary functions and services. Regarding the collaborative government-commercial platforms,
we analyzed several cities” City Service mini-programs on WeChat and Alipay and their local
governments’ WeChat accounts. The comparative platform analysis enabled us to gain deeper
insights into the technological architecture and key functions of these platforms.

Between November 2021 and May 2022, we conducted 44 semi-structured in-depth interviews
following a tailored interview guide. While our initial participant selection was primarily drawn
from personal networks, we then employed the snowball sampling approach to expand the scope of
participant recruitment. Appendix 1 provides the interviewees’ demographic information. As shown
in the table, most interviewees were young men, aged 20 to 39, with a high level of education
(bachelor’s or master’s degrees), residing in the eastern region of China. Interviews were conducted
through both online channels (e.g., WeChat video and voice calls and Tencent Meeting) and face-to-
face communications in Mandarin Chinese. Our interviews centered on exploring interviewees’
motivations, demands, and expectations for using local m-government platforms, how they per-
ceived and engaged with different types of m-government platforms, and what gratifications they
obtained from m-government engagement.

In the data analysis phase, we transcribed all the Chinese interviews into English versions and
then coded them into different groups of topics. Prominent themes arising from the interviews
incorporate interviewees’ motivations, anticipations, and personal experiences of using local
m-government platforms, their satisfaction and dissatisfaction (e.g., unpleasant experiences and the
concerns and difficulties they encountered) with m-government platform engagement, and their
attitudes toward different types of local m-government platforms. The in-depth analysis helped us



Li and Kostka I

understand the interviewees’ individual experiences of engaging with diverse local m-government
platforms and how m-government participation has become a regular occurrence in their daily lives.

Findings
Multifunctional and integrated m-government platforms

By 2021, all 31 provinces in China have developed their official m-government apps. We created
Figure 3 to visually illustrate the 31 provincial-level m-government apps.

Provincial m-government apps were mostly launched during 2019 and 2020. Despite being
developed by different provincial governments, the several m-government apps we examined share
significant similarities in the range of functions and services they provide. Specifically, we use
Zheliban as an example to illuminate the primary functions of these apps. Zheliban was launched by
the Zhejiang government in 2019 as an official m-government app for residents located in Zhejiang
and the broader Yangtze River Delta area to access public services. Zheliban is developed as a
multifunctional and highly integrated m-government platform, enabling users to meet their various
demands. As shown in Figure 4, Zheliban offers a wide range of services, including news and policy
updates, multiple public services related to local residents’ daily lives,® and citizen—government
communication through the “suggest” and “report” functions, which empower users to interact with
local governments, supervise the governments’ performance, and participate in local governance.

Except for the provincial m-government apps, local governments’ WeChat public accounts and
City Service mini-programs on WeChat and Alipay have also emerged as popular forms of
m-government platforms in China. Our examination reveals that the local governments’ WeChat
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accounts’ mainly function as channels for public information updates (e.g., concerning local lives)
and spaces for users to report issues to local governments. However, public services are not the
central focus of these government WeChat accounts and are thus rarely provided.

Conversely, the City Service mini-programs on WeChat and Alipay, which can be viewed as
a “mini-version” of the provincial-level m-government apps, concentrate mainly on offering
public services but rarely on public information updates and citizen—government communi-
cation. This suggests that local governments strategically employ different types of
m-government platforms to deliver public services with specific emphases. Table 2 summarizes
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Table 2. The scope of functions and services provided by different local m-government platforms.

Functions/Services

Public information, news, Public Citizen—government
M-Government platforms and policies services communication
Local provincial-level Vv V V
m-government apps
Local governments’ WeChat v (Main function) Rarely provided v
public accounts
City Service mini-programs on Rarely provided v (Main function) X

WeChat and Alipay

the scope of functions and services provided by the three types of local m-government
platforms.

Citizen engagement with local m-government platforms: Motivations, multipurpose
usage, and gratification

Most interviewees reported their experience of engaging with the diverse types of local
m-government platforms simultaneously, indicating the increasing prevalence of m-government
platforms in China recently. Interviewees were particularly satisfied with the multifunctional and
integrated nature of these platforms, describing them as “inclusive” and “comprehensive” that
enabled them to fulfill various demands. As one interviewee (female, 31, Beijing) noted, “The
[Beijingtong] app® offers numerous services. You can basically do everything there. I always rely on
it to get information and make appointments for COVID-19 tests and with local hospitals.” Other
interviewees echoed this viewpoint, underlining that the local m-government platforms have
become an indispensable part of their lives.

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the interviewees’ engagement with the local
m-government platforms, we divided their practices into three interconnected phases: the moti-
vations and demands driving their adoption of m-government platforms, their actual usage of these
platforms, and the gratifications they achieved from m-government engagement. We created
Figure 5 to delineate the interrelated practices.

Demands and motives for the m-government platform adoption and usage. Our findings highlight that
multiple motives impact the interviewees’ adoption and participation in local m-government
platforms, including their demands and expectations for convenience, gaining benefits, enhanc-
ing social image, and enjoying diverse high-quality services. As most interviewees suggested,
convenience enabled by the greater mobility and accessibility of m-government platforms serves as
a principal driver for their adoption, particularly in checking out information and making ap-
pointments for COVID-19 tests and vaccinations. Another primary motive revolves around the
anticipation to accrue benefits through local m-government platforms, such as discounts in paying
life bills or taking public transportation. Interestingly, several interviewees highlighted “enhancing
social image” as a crucial motivation for their adoption of local m-government platforms. As one
(male, 30, Hangzhou) explained, “Using m-government platforms could mean that you have
proficient digital skills, you know the local life and society well, and you keep up with trends. That’s
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Motivations and demands

Usage

Gratifications

(a) Convenience

(b) Anticipated benefits
(c) Social image
enhancement

(d) Access to diverse types
of high-quality public

services

(a) Secking and following
the latest information

(b) Accessing and engaging
with diverse public services
(c) Reaping various benefits
(d) Communicating and
interacting with local
governments

(a) Improved efficiency and
greater convenience

(b) Enhanced social image

(c) Greater sense of safety

(e.g.. little time and location
restrictions, alleviated FOMO,
and being free from social
phobia)

(d) Obtained sense of belonging
to the local city

Interviewees’ motivations
and demands for m-
government platform
adoption and usage

Interviewees’ actual
usage of m-government
platforms

Gratifications interviewees
acquired from using m-
government platforms

Figure 5. Motivations and demands, usage, and gratifications of interviewees’ m-government platform
engagement.

why I began to use these apps as I don’t want to be despised by others.” According to Palmgreen
et al. (1980), users’ gratifications for media consumption can be categorized into gratifications
sought (GS) and gratifications obtained (GO). The aforementioned motivations underscore in-
terviewees’ needs or expectations for adopting m-government platforms, reflecting the gratifications
they expected to seek (GS). In subsequent sections, we will analyze whether interviewees’ ex-
pectations are fulfilled by using local m-government platforms and identify the actual gratifications
they derived (GO).

We further investigated the factors shaping interviewees’ motivations for m-government par-
ticipation, including the perceived usefulness and value of the local m-government platforms, trust
in local governments, and social influence. Our findings echo previous studies on the determinants
of m-government adoption, including perceived value, ease of use, service quality, and social
influence (Liu et al., 2014; Mensah, 2018; Xiong et al., 2022). Furthermore, our findings underscore
two new factors that significantly motivated interviewees’ m-government adoption. First, the
COVID-19 pandemic drove numerous public services online. Interviewees had to rely more on
online channels to access public services and information. This suggests that external factors like the
pandemic can function as a catalyst or window of opportunity to provide an additional rationale for
technology adoption. Second, many local governments made m-government participation quasi-
mandatory and regular (or normalized) by requiring local residents to register pandemic-related
personal information (e.g., health code, travel history, and COVID vaccination certificate) through
local m-government apps for the claimed purpose of containing the pandemic and maintaining
public security. As one interviewee (male, 43, Shanghai) suggested, “If the [local] government
didn’t require us to download the app [Suishenban] to show our health code everywhere, people
wouldn’t be inclined to use it. I initially downloaded it just for the health code, but then I found it had
many useful aspects.” Our findings imply that such “enforced” download requirements might
become a vital trigger for the interviewees to actively engage with digital technologies like
m-government platforms. If interviewees were able to obtain the expected benefits and convenience,
it could facilitate a smoother acceptance and adaptation to top-down mandatory orders.
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Actual usage of the m-government platforms. The multipurpose usage of local m-government
platforms was foregrounded in the interviewees’ digital engagement. We identified four primary
types of platform usage among the interviewees: seeking and following the latest information,
accessing diverse public services, obtaining various benefits, and communicating with local
governments.

The first type pertains to interviewees who used different local m-government platforms to
meet their varying informational needs. Local governments’ WeChat accounts were used more
for procuring information and staying abreast of the latest news. Interviewees’ needs to be up-
to-date on new information intensified particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, driven by
the unpredictability and often rapidly changing pandemic policies and conditions. Local
governments’ WeChat accounts simplified interviewees’ information-seeking process con-
siderably. By subscribing to these accounts, they could effortlessly and promptly receive the
latest information, obviating the need to expend additional effort in sourcing from other
channels.

The second type is associated with accessing public services. Interviewees utilized the wide
range of services provided by these m-government platforms to fulfill their multiple purposes,
including checking medical and social insurance information, applying for household registration
and various certificates, and making appointments with local hospitals. As one interviewee (female,
33, Hangzhou) noted, “I almost did everything on Zheliban recently. I registered my household,
applied for medical insurance and the renewal of my ID card and driver’s license, and booked
appointments for COVID and HPV vaccines.”

Enjoying various benefits is another commonly reported experience with using local
m-government platforms. Many platforms offer discounts on taking public transportation and
paying life bills, allowance/subsidies for car purchases, house renting, and job interviews, as well as
consumption coupons. Interestingly, several interviewees described their experience of reaping
benefits from local m-government platforms as “haoyangmao (#&3¥=E)"’ (obtaining “best deals™),
which greatly elevated their satisfaction and boosted their willingness to continue using these
platforms. As one interviewee (female, 27, Shanghai) suggested, “I got consumption coupons and
subsidies for my car purchase from Suishenban. It made me feel like I’d earned extra money. There’s
no doubt that I’m keen to continue using it.”

The fourth type of platform usage, albeit reported less often in the interviews, refers to in-
terviewees using m-government platforms to communicate with their local government agencies.
Some interviewees regarded the functions of proposing suggestions and reporting issues as pivotal
means to interact with the local governments, monitor their performance, and foster civic par-
ticipation in social governance. As one interviewee (female, 55, Qingdao) suggested, “I think the
‘government mailbox’ function [on Aishandong] is very useful as at least we have a channel to
speak to the government. We can report problems we’ve seen and encountered and the things we’re
unsatisfied with. It makes the governance process more democratic and transparent.”

The UGT highlights that users are active in seeking out and using different media to satisfy their
specific needs (Katz et al., 1974). Our findings substantiate this theory by suggesting that inter-
viewees use different types of local m-government platforms to meet their distinct demands. More
importantly, our findings underscore the activeness of interviewees’ m-government participation
and the specific emphases of different m-government platforms. Generally, local governments’
WeChat accounts were used primarily for seeking and following the latest information and
communicating with local governments. Provincial m-government apps and City Service mini-
programs on WeChat and Alipay, however, were more frequently used for accessing diverse public
services and acquiring benefits related to their everyday lives.
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Gratifications from m-government platform engagement. Interviewees obtained diverse types of
gratification from using local m-government platforms. Particularly, the heightened efficiency and
convenience enabled by m-government services was an important reason for their high contentment,
enabling them to seek information and access public services more easily and conveniently. Also,
being able to access public services online devoid of time and location restrictions, empowered
interviewees with a strong sense of security. As one interviewee (female, 26, Beijing) articulated, “It
makes me safe and worry-free that I can use these services anytime and anywhere. I can apply for the
renewal of my passport and make appointments with local hospitals at midnight or when I'm in
other cities without being confined to the hours of a specific department.”

Interviewees also mentioned that using local m-government platforms allowed them to stay
current with the latest news, effectively allaying their fear of missing out (i.e., FOMO) on pertinent
information. Several interviewees suggested that obtaining new information and sharing it with
others positioned them as a dependable “information hub,” thereby fostering and enhancing their
social image. As one (male, 28, Zhengzhou) mentioned, “Since my friends know that I’m always
aware of the latest news, they often turn to me for updates. I’ve thus been regarded as highly tech-
savvy and possessing advanced abilities in gathering information.”

Local m-government platforms helped interviewees ameliorate their social phobia. For inter-
viewees who prefer virtual communication, using m-government platforms allowed them to engage
with certain services via online interactions, thus alleviating their anxiety and fear of face-to-face
communication, partly also mitigating their social phobia. As one interviewee (male, 25, Xiamen)
noted, “I really like the virtual services of these government apps. I don’t have to face someone to
discuss my needs, which always stresses me out. It’s much better to use the apps instead of meeting
someone in person.”

Local m-government platforms were also reported to foster a sense of belonging to the local
environment. When relocating to a new city, interviewees normally experienced a sense of in-
security due to the unfamiliarity of nearby surroundings. M-government platforms provide inclusive
information and services regarding local lives (e.g., household registration and local transportation
conditions), helping develop a sense of familiarity with the new environment. As several inter-
viewees indicated, they tended to depend on local m-government platforms to access information
and public services when moving to a new city. These platforms played vital roles in mitigating their
insecurity, empowering them with a greater sense of belonging and emotional attachment to the new
environment. As one interviewee (female, 26, Shanghai) explained, “It might be a bit emotional. But
Suishenban is where I’ve developed my belonging to Shanghai. I enjoy looking at it and do this
quite often. It makes me feel emotionally attached to the city.” The diverse kinds of gratification the
interviewees obtained from their m-government participation also corroborate the UGT, suggesting
that users deploy different digital media to meet their specific desires and subsequently gain
gratification from their practices. Our findings also validate Palmgreen et al.’s (1980) GS and GO
theory, revealing that the gratifications attained by interviewees partially align with the gratifications
they initially anticipated to seek, particularly regarding convenience and the enhancement of their
social image.

We found that before the COVID-19 pandemic, most interviewees had been markedly less aware
of the local m-government platforms, especially the provincial m-government apps. Although some
interviewees used the City Service mini-programs to pay bills for living expenses, this kind of
mobile service usage was mostly influenced by their long-standing habits of using WeChat and
Alipay. Many local governments have utilized the COVID-19 pandemic as a crucial opportunity to
raise residents’ awareness of the m-government platforms, accelerate their adoption, and expand the
scope of their m-government services (e.g., offering new pandemic-related services such as health
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code and COVID vaccination). Most interviewees were initially required to use the local
m-government platforms, but they subsequently began to enjoy the convenience and benefits
offered by these platforms and were willing to continue their platform usage.

Diverse perceptions and usage of different types of local m-government platforms

Our findings uncover that interviewees exhibited a stronger preference for collaborative
government-commercial platforms (e.g., City Service mini-programs on Alipay and WeChat) over
government-managed platforms (e.g., provincial m-government apps). However, they expressed
lower trust and more privacy concerns about those commercial platforms. It is rather puzzling that
interviewees indicated higher trust and fewer privacy concerns towards government-managed
platforms but showed less preference for them. This discrepancy highlights an intriguing con-
tradiction between interviewees’ trust, concerns, and preferences for government-managed plat-
forms versus collaborative government-commercial platforms.

Our examination reveals that interviewees’ trust in government-managed m-government apps
was a result of their long-standing (and long-cultivated) trust in the Chinese government. Studies
reveal that China’s prolonged history of authoritarian governance has shaped a robust trust in both
central and local authorities among citizens (Li, 2004; Xiong et al., 2022). Our interviewees tended
to perceive the information published by government agencies on provincial m-government apps as
possessing more authority, credibility, and reliability. As one interviewee (male, 28, Zhengzhou)
suggested, “These government apps [Yushiban'® (&% 7}) and Zhenghaoban'' (J4f73)] are run
by the authorities. So I believe they post more trustworthy and reliable information compared to
commercial platforms.” Meanwhile, trust in the government also led to interviewees developing
fewer concerns over the privacy and safety of their data on government-managed apps. They
evinced a strong belief that the government would take appropriate measures to protect their
personal information. As one interviewee (female, 44, Rongcheng) suggested, “I don’t really worry
about my privacy when using the government apps, even though I know they collect our data. I
believe the government would protect us and wouldn’t cause any harm.” Other interviewees shared
a similar view, as one (female, 28, Xiamen) noted, “I do worry about my information being
collected, especially when using those non-government platforms. But I feel safer when using
government platforms.” Our findings echo prior research, indicating that Chinese citizens’ long-
developed trust in government positively shapes their trust in government-run public services
(Mensah, 2018, 2019; Xiong et al., 2022).

Comparatively, interviewees expressed more misgivings about using WeChat and Alipay’s City
Service mini-programs as they worried the commercial platforms might commercialize and exploit
their data for profitable purposes. As one interviewee (female, 30, Beijing) indicated, “Our browsing
history is always recorded by those [commercial] apps, even though we just use very basic services
like checking medical insurance or education resources. They always analyze our preferences and
send us targeted advertisements. They reap profits from our data, which raises concerns for me.” Our
findings cohere with prior research (Chen et al., 2022), pointing out a privacy paradox (Norberg
etal., 2007) between users’ privacy concerns regarding commercial platforms and their actual usage
of these platforms. That is, interviewees developed more concerns towards these commercial
platforms but demonstrated a greater preference for and actively used them. Notably, our findings
also pinpoint an interesting fact: interviewees were fully aware of their data being collected by both
governments’ and commercial platforms. However, they were less worried about how the gov-
ernments treated their data but developed stronger apprehensions about the commercial platforms,
driven by varying levels of trust cultivated towards these different parties.
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The generally high level of trust and fewer concerns pertaining to government-managed
platforms did not inherently result in the interviewees showing a high preference for
government-managed apps. Conversely, they mostly indicated a stronger preference for the
m-government services offered by commercial platforms. This finding echoes Yang (2017), which
indicates that Chinese citizens show a greater preference for e-government services on social media
platforms, such as WeChat and Weibo, than the e-government websites and apps launched by the
governments. We further uncover that service quality, perceived ease of use, habitual usage, and
obtained benefits were crucial factors shaping interviewees’ preference for commercial
m-government platforms. For example, some interviewees perceived the City Service mini-
programs enabled by WeChat and Alipay to outperform the local government-managed apps in
their technical capabilities, interface design, easiness (e.g., function search and navigation), and
benefits (e.g., discounts). The interviewees’ established habits also played a key role in shaping their
strong preference for commercial platforms’ m-government services. Most interviewees are long-
term users of WeChat and Alipay and are thus more accustomed to using these apps than the local
government-managed apps.

While expressing heightened satisfaction with the commercial platforms, interviewees showed
more dissatisfaction with the government-managed m-government apps. One interviewee (female,
25, Wuhan) recounted her experience of using the local m-government app as “extremely poor” to
indicate her substantial discontentment with the app’s mobile practices. Several factors were
discerned as contributing to interviewees’ dissatisfaction: (a) complications and the lack of clarity in
function navigation, (b) rigid interface design, (c) persistent technical issues (e.g., lagging and
collapse) inducing user anxiety, and (d) ineffectiveness in resolving users’ reported issues. Re-
garding the last factor, several interviewees highlighted their disappointment at having ineffective
communication with the local governments through the m-government platforms, pointing out that
some of the government’s responses appeared to embody a form of formalism to mollify users but
failed to genuinely tackle the underlying problems and demonstrate tangible responsiveness to
citizens’ needs.

Conclusion

M-government, as an extension and evolution of e-government, has undergone rapid global de-
velopment. In China, diverse forms of m-government platforms have emerged in recent years. To
delve into Chinese citizens’ m-government engagement, this research analyzes three forms of local
m-government platforms: provincial-level m-government apps, collaborative government-
commercial platforms including the City Service mini-programs and local governments’ We-
Chat public accounts. Through platform analysis and semi-structured interviews, we find that local
m-government platforms have been developed as highly multifunctional and integrated mobile
applications, providing a variety of services and functions catering to local residents’ demands.
However, these m-government platforms exhibit differing prioritizations with respect to services
and functions, which markedly impact users’ platform practices. We examined the interviewees’
motivations and demands for engaging with local m-government platforms, the factors shaping
these motives, their usage patterns, and the achieved gratification from using m-government
platforms. Our findings highlight the dual role of heightened convenience and the enhancement
of social image as both motivations and sources of gratification among our interviewees.

Our findings also underscore the tensions and competitive dynamics between local government-
managed m-government apps and commercial platforms, represented by interviewees’ preferences
for collaborative government-commercial services over government-developed alternatives. Local
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governments in China have leveraged the pandemic to strategically cultivate and accelerate citizens’
adoption and regular (or normalized) usage of government-managed apps by expanding the
spectrum of public services and issuing mandatory requirements. While the mandatory participation
initially prompted some interviewees to exhibit reluctance toward using the local m-government
services, most interviewees began to embrace and enjoy these platforms by showing increased
willingness to use them after experiencing elevated convenience and accruing more benefits.

Prior research indicates that the Chinese government retains its performance legitimacy by
accomplishing concrete goals like economic growth, social stability, and governing competence and
accountability (“good governance”) (Zhu, 2011). Our interviewee’s satisfaction with and trust in
local governments and their m-government services indicate that the Chinese government leverages
the nationwide implementation of m-government platforms to improve citizens’ satisfaction with its
governance performance, project a positive image, and thereby reinforce its performance legiti-
macy. In this regard, the Chinese government manages to achieve multiple goals through the
promotion of m-government platforms: fostering citizens’ m-government participation and their
adaptability to diverse digital technologies, advancing its digital governance capabilities and
performance legitimacy, and strengthening its surveillance and social control across the nation.
However, the interviewees also expressed evident concerns regarding data privacy, surveillance,
and safety, particularly with respect to m-government services provided by commercial platforms
such as WeChat and Alipay. They were particularly apprehensive about the commercialization and
exploitation of their user data by these platforms for profit, as well as the surveillance conducted by
the government and platforms of their daily activities. These concerns thus highlight the privacy
paradox (Norberg et al., 2007) that the interviewees exhibited towards their usage of m-government
platforms and services.

Our study has several limitations. First, we focused on a relatively small group of interviewees’
m-government experiences. Most interviewees were well-educated young men, aged between
20 and 39, who reside in eastern China. This sample size may lack representativeness, challenging
the derivation of comprehensive conclusions regarding the broader Chinese population’s partici-
pation in local m-government platforms. Second, our interviewee demographic mainly covers the
age range of 18-59. As varying age groups might have distinct opinions and experiences with
m-government platforms, our findings cannot represent every age group and may underrepresent
particularly the older citizens’ digital experiences. Third, our interviewees are mostly from the
eastern region of China. Given the possibly uneven development of m-government platforms across
China,'? our findings might not represent the m-government engagement among citizens residing in
different geographic areas. We therefore recommend that future research compares people’s
m-government participation across various districts in China to interrogate how the local socio-
economic development conditions impact individual adoption and usage of local m-government
platforms.

This study makes numerous theoretical and empirical contributions. First, our research con-
tributes to the digital citizenship literature (Fu, 2021) by unpacking Chinese citizens’ individual
experiences of using diverse local m-government platforms and services. Second, this study en-
riches the application of UGT to study government and public service media and technology
platforms. Particularly, our findings provide insights into the association between gratifications
sought (GS) and gratifications obtained (GO), highlighting the alignment and discrepancies between
the gratifications that m-government platform users expected to seek and those they ultimately
achieved. Third, prior research mainly deploys quantitative methods (e.g., surveys) to investigate
the factors affecting users’ m-government adoption from a more general perspective (Liu et al.,
2014; Zheng & Ma, 2021). Our research provides a more in-depth analysis of Chinese citizens’
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m-government adoption, usage, gratification, and perceptions. Finally, our findings, such as the
interviewees’ preferences for and dissatisfaction with local m-government platforms, yield practical
guidance for local governments and app developers regarding how to further enhance and optimize
their mobile service quality and user experience. Furthermore, our research offers implications for
other countries that contemplate to devise and implement m-government platforms and services.
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Notes

1. These 31 provinces include 22 provinces, the four municipalities directly under the central government
(i.e., Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, and Tianjin), and the five autonomous regions (i.e., Ningxia, Xinjiang,
Tibet, Guangxi, and Inner Mongolia).

2. The “Internet Plus Strategy” (or “Internet + Strategy”) was launched by the Chinese government in 2015.
Its goal was to provide citizen-centered public services enabled by information, communication, and
technologies in the domains of online health care, citizen participation, public management, and so forth
(Yang, 2017). This national plan, especially the part of “Internet plus government service,” has greatly
accelerated China’s m-government development. Empowered by the “Internet Plus strategy,” the Chinese
government has invested heavily in promoting local m-government platforms in the public sector (Wang
et al., 2020).

3. The City Service mini-program was first added to WeChat in 2014 (Yang, 2017) and released and piloted on
Alipay in 2014 in Hangzhou (Ma et al., 2021). Notably, the collaboration between WeChat/Alipay and local
governments varies in terms of the numbers and types of public services they co-develop and co-provide. For
example, by checking the information on WeChat’s City Service mini-program and setting up locations in
different cities, the authors found that Beijing’s WeChat City Service provides 601 service items. Shanghai (East
China) provides 704, Hangzhou (in Zhejiang province, East China) 389, Hefei (in Anhui province, Central
China) 374, Zhengzhou (in Henan province, central China) 371, Chengdu (in Sichuan province, West China)
547, and Wulumugqi (in Xinjiang province, West China) 322.

4. The goal of the housing provident fund is to help Chinese employees save money to buy their own
properties. This fund can be used for both renting and buying houses.

5. These cities include Beijing (East China), Shanghai (East China), Hangzhou (Zhejiang province, East
China), Qingdao (Shandong province, East China), Hefei (Anhui province, Central China), Zhengzhou
(Henan province, Central China), Chengdu (Sichuan province, West China), and Xining (Qinghai
province, West China).

6. As shown in Figure 4, the diverse types of public services provided by the Zheliban app include, for
example, provident fund, social and medical security, property, education and employment, marriage and
birth, tax, and life bill payment.
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7. Except for the provincial-level m-government apps, local governments also tend to launch eponymous
WeChat public accounts.
8. Beijingtong (L5 1H) app is the official m-government app launched by the Beijing government in 2019.
9. Haoyangmao (J&3¥=E) is a trendy Chinese term that is used to describe the practices or behaviors of
collecting and sharing useful information to get benefits (e.g., discounts and bonuses). It literally means
"plucking wool from the sheep’ and is a metaphor denoting that people seek cheap deals and the best low
prices by using vouchers and coupons on online e-commerce platforms or supermarkets. Recently, it has
also been used to refer to the practices and behaviors of getting benefits from a broader spectrum of
channels.
10. Yushiban (#7}) is a provincial-level m-government app that the Henan government launched in 2019.
11. Zhenghaoban (J84F7}) is a city-level m-government app that the Zhengzhou (the capital city of Henan
province) government launched in 2020.
12. Cities located in East China might be more advanced in their local m-government platform development
than those located in the Central and Western areas in the country.
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Appendix

Table Al. Interviewees’ demographic information (n = 44).

Items Number Percent (%)
Age 10-19 | 2
20-29 28 64
30-39 7 16
4049 4 9
50-59 4 9
Gender Male 27 6l
Female 17 39
Districts East 37 84
Central 6 14
West | 2
High school 7 16
Education Bachelor’s degree 18 41

Master’s degree 19 43
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