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ABSTRACT
Current studies on authoritarian resilience have yet to fully explain how autocracies can effectively cope with crises that
threaten regime survival. To fill the gap, we introduce the concept of “authoritarian elasticity” to theorize how an autocracy may
dramatically transform, expand, and repurpose its institutions for crisis management, fine‐tune its response to crisis devel-
opment, and scale back mobilization when conditions permit to sustain the crisis management mode for an extended time. We
argue, the agile institutional maneuvering capacity, which differs from the long‐term institutional adaptability highlighted in
the current literature, explains not only how an autocracy can swiftly mobilize its resources during a crisis, but more impor-
tantly why such exhaustive mobilization may last longer than one would normally expect. We illustrate our theory empirically
by examining how China elastically mobilized its Grid Management System during different phases of the COVID‐19 pandemic.

1 | Introduction

Modern autocracies can survive challenges and severe crises,
remaining “enduring” or “resilient” for an extended time
(Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Magaloni and Kricheli 2010;
Nathan 2003). Such resilience is often associated with strong
authoritarian institutions and institutional adaptation (Dimi-
trov 2025). These institutions include an extensive party
network (Geddes et al. 2018), an orderly, peaceful, and stable
succession rule (Nathan 2003), a carefully managed higher ed-
ucation system (Perry 2020), information‐gathering institutions
(Dimitrov 2022), and participatory institutions that allow citi-
zens to voice and/or address their concerns (X. Chen 2012).
These studies, while insightful, are better at explaining long‐
term adaptations of autocracies than how they react to sudden
and threatening crises. Various types of crises such as pan-
demics (Gingerich and Vogler 2021; Lipscy 2020), financial
crises (Pepinsky 2009), natural disasters (Drury and Olson 1998;

Nel and Righarts 2008), or outbreaks of war (N. Ritchie and
Rogers 2007) often also result in “an acute legitimacy problem”
(Boin et al. 2016), and generate extreme social and political
pressures demanding timely response from the government
(Chan 2013). For authoritarian regimes, in particular, crisis
moments are critical to their survival (Chan 2013).

Crisis management theories have shed light on crisis decision‐
making (Rosenthal and Kouzmin 1997; 't Hart et al. 1993),
public leadership in crisis (Boin and 't Hart 2003; Boin
et al. 2016), and crisis communication (Coombs 2020; Sellnow
and Seeger 2021). However, they focus mainly on democracies
where electoral dynamics heavily influence government re-
sponses (Chan 2013), thus often not directly applicable to non‐
democracies, which typically have a stronger fear of losing po-
litical stability due to legitimacy deficits while also operate with
fewer constraints due to lack of viable opposition, independent
media, and public scrutiny over government actions.
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Authoritarian crisis management has attracted more scholarly
attention lately (Thornton 2009). It is argued that high‐
capacity autocracies may enjoy certain advantages in this
realm. To Schwartz (2012), who coined the term “authori-
tarian advantage,” centralized decision‐making, public sup-
port, and media control have helped China handle the 2003
SARS outbreak more effectively compared to the democratic
Taiwan. Similarly, Hui (2009) argues that China's crisis
response to the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake was effective
because of its swift mobilization of state agencies and the
People's Liberation Army, and its governance strategy to
incorporate more transparency and responsibility while taking
advantage of popular voluntarism.

These studies are inspiring. However, some questions deserve
further exploration. First, these studies all suggest that autoc-
racies can promptly mobilize in cases of crisis, yet they rarely
examine the functional adaptations of authoritarian institutions
in the process. How exactly do involved institutions switch
from their routine procedures to the crisis management mode
and gain needed functions? Second, authoritarian regimes,
even high‐capacity ones, face resources and capacity con-
straints. Crises typically exacerbate such problems as it often
involves massive mobilization of resources and capacity in
crisis management. If authoritarian regimes can overcome the
challenge in relatively brief crises, such as the SARS outbreak
and earthquakes that current studies have examined, how can
they effectively cope with longer‐term crises? Will “authori-
tarian advantage” disappear when the crises become pro-
longed? The COVID‐19 pandemic, which triggered a three‐year
crisis management period in China, provides an excellent op-
portunity to examine how high‐capacity autocracies survive
longer‐term crises and what the process informs us about
authoritarian state capacity in crisis management. We intro-
duce the concept of “authoritarian elasticity”—the quality or
ability to adeptly expand and transform existing institutions
upon a threatening crisis, adjust the level of mobilization as the
crisis develops, and scale back to its normal status when exit-
ing crisis management—to theorize the institutional maneuver
of a high‐capacity regime as an effort to cope with prolonged
crises. This quality allows an autocracy to promptly mobilize
and adjust the functions of its institutions when facing acute
crises and fine‐tune its mobilization strength across time and
space to more efficiently contain crises and sustain the crisis
management mode longer. While we build on existing litera-
ture on adaptive or flexible authoritarianism as well as studies
on campaign‐style governance, especially in the Chinese
context, our analytical focus differs in important ways, offering
a novel conceptual framework to explain why autocracies can
survive even highly threatening perennial crises. The state's
capacity to elastically mobilize and deploy resources, capabil-
ities, and functions also potentially enriches the scholarly dis-
cussion on state capacity.

The following sections elaborate on the definition of authori-
tarian elasticity before drawing on China's COVID‐19 response
to empirically illustrate the concept, especially how the “grid
system” was activated, with its functions transformed upon the
pandemic and then resumed its normal functions and mobili-
zation level when the crisis was under control. We further test

the system's temporal and spatial elasticity by examining its
adjustments to local outbreaks. Note that while the paper is
empirically based, we aim more at theory building than theory
testing with China's COVID‐19 response being a heuristic tool to
illustrate “authoritarian elasticity.” However, this is by no
means the first or only time when China (and perhaps other
autocracies) has demonstrated elasticity, as we discuss briefly in
the conclusion.

2 | Defining Authoritarians Elasticity

Existing literature has long recognized the importance of regime
adaptability and flexibility in explaining authoritarian resil-
ience. The central idea is that authoritarian regimes such as
China and Russia can be flexible, practical, and adaptive in
order to achieve their strategic goals especially to survive
(Lai 2016; Schwenck 2024). For instance, Schwenck (2024) uses
“flexible authoritarianism” to depict how contemporary Russia
combines neoliberal techniques and authoritarian practices to
achieve growth and cultivate loyalty while repressing political
freedom. In their recent study, Taylor and Garlick (2025, 190)
examine how China exemplifies “flexible authoritarianism” in
its foreign policy, which is defined as “the use of agents of the
state such as companies and the military to achieve broad, long‐
term strategic goals by granting actors a considerable degree of
autonomous decision‐making in policy implementation.” Many
studies have also used “flexible” to depict authoritarian regimes
such as the early republican Turkey (Metinsoy 2011) and
contemporary China (Lai 2016), often without explicitly defi-
nition but instead have only loosely alluded to their adaptability
to challenges and responsiveness to the public. These studies
speak well to the authoritarian resilience literature that explains
the enduring authoritarianism phenomenon (e.g., Ger-
schewski 2013; Heydemann and Leenders 2011; Ngoun 2022;
Scoggins 2021). In particular, the role of institutional adaptation
is highlighted. As Nathan (2003) has highlighted, China un-
derwent a series of institutional adaptations in order to maintain
social and political stability and improve governance in the re-
form era, especially after the Tiananmen democratic movement
in 1989. Others have noted that constant adaptation is a salient
feature of Chinese economic reform as well as policy adoption
in other realms in the reform era (Dimitrov 2025; Heil-
mann 2008; Naughton 2007).

These studies help explain why some authoritarian regimes can
be enduring and resilient, yet only partially because they tend to
focus on how autocracies adapt in a non‐crisis setting. This
means they can take the time to do research, calculate, and even
experiment with policies before fully implementing them. This
gradual process allows the state to gauge and improve policy
effectiveness while reducing risks or costs that are often asso-
ciated with policy setbacks or political turbulence, therefore
further contributing to regime resilience and stability. However,
flexibility or adaptability of this kind does not fully explain why
and how autocracies manage to survive crises. These moments,
as noted, pose a greater threat to authoritarian rule because they
not only create immense social and political pressure and
exacerbate legitimacy issues, but also often catch the
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government off guard. After all, during crises, there is little
room for gradual policy learning and experimentation. For
instance, Nathan's seminal work on authoritarian resilience
mentioned above explains more how China has maintained
authoritarian rule afterward rather than how it survived the
Tiananmen Movement. Similarly, China established its
epidemic reporting system after the 2003 SARS pandemic with
the hope to prevent similar future public health crises. This very
case of institutional adaptation fits authoritarian resilience but
tells us little regarding how China actually dealt with SARS as it
happened.

The “authoritarian advantage” thesis, despite its limitations, is a
more direct explanation to how autocracies can deal with and
survive crises, especially through effective mobilization. This
capacity to promptly react to crises clearly relies on centralized
decision‐making as well as capable state institutions (e.g., an
effective bureaucratic system), which may be deployed for crisis
management. The ability to conduct massive mobilization, in the
China case, speaks well to the literature on campaign‐style
governance that has been used to manage both short‐term and
more extended focused goals by the Party‐state in both the
Maoist and reform eras, though as scholars have noted, cam-
paigns in the reform era have become more “managed” (e.g.,
N. N. Liu et al. 2015; Perry 2011; Sun 2020; Yin and Mou 2023).
As a centrally coordinated approach to address specific policy
issues through concentrated efforts with increased resources and
public engagement, campaigns often aim to get impactful results
rapidly. And unlike routine governance, campaign‐style mobi-
lization can effectively “induce shifts among different modes of
governance,” according to Zhou (2022, 81). The mobilizational
nature of campaign‐style governance makes it a ready strategy
for the state in response to various crises (Qin and Owen 2023).
In fact, Perry (2024) has linked China's COVID‐19 response to
its earlier Patriotic Health Campaigns, suggesting that the
campaign approach may help explain why China could mobilize
its pandemic response with relative speed and efficiency.

The “authoritarian advantage” and campaign‐style mobilization
arguments help explain how autocracies can mobilize upon
crises. But some questions deserve further exploration. First,
crisis management is often not just about making quick de-
cisions and responses. Various types of crises may require
different expertise, capacity and resources far beyond routine
governance. For instance, besides alleviating negative impacts
on citizens' socio‐economic lives, autocracies such as China are
often also forced to enhance social control due to stability and
legitimacy concerns (Y. Liu and Christensen 2022). This is
especially the case under President Xi Jinping when the regime
attaches significantly more importance to social control (Esarey
and Han 2024; Qiang 2019). Therefore, it is important to
examine how state agencies actually adapt and gain necessary
functions to effectively manage the crises. Second, large‐scale
crisis management is costly and even high‐capacity regimes
like China face resources and capacity constraints. While this is
less an issue when the crises are of limited scale or last only
briefly, capacity‐ and resource‐overstrain can be a major prob-
lem when a large‐scale crisis becomes prolonged. Thus, in
addition to swift mobilization, autocracies may need to fine‐
tune the strength and scale of crisis mobilization to make
crisis management more sustainable. Current studies on

campaign‐style governance, though note the cost issue, have yet
addressed it.

We argue authoritarian elasticity helps fill the gaps in existing
literature. The term “elasticity,” which commonly refers to the
ability of an object or material to be stretched or compressed but
can resume its normal shape afterward, is widely used in social
scientific fields. For economists, it describes the degree to which
buyers and sellers react tomarket fluctuations (Mankiw 2018). In
political science, Werlin (1988) uses “political elasticity” to assess
the political leaders' ability to delegate power and responsibility
to their followers. For organizational theory scholars, “elasticity”
indicates ability of a firm to stretch existing processes and
structures during uncertain times (Reuschl et al. 2022). We un-
derstand “elasticity” similarly as a state's ability to stretch its
institutions in response to crises, including promptly activating
them upon a crisis, adjusting their functions and mobilization
levels as the crisis develops, and scaling back when the crisis is
under control. This quality explains the time‐, space‐ and case‐
sensitive ability of states to mobilize for crisis control while
avoiding draining their resources and capacity too quickly.

Clearly, “authoritarian elasticity” here is different from
“authoritarian responsiveness,” which often highlights how
autocracies can accommodate citizens' complaints and needs. In
the context of Chinese politics, this is the result from more long‐
term institutional adaptation to preserve social stability and
legitimacy (e.g., J. Chen et al. 2016; Jiang et al. 2019; Wang and
Han 2023). It also differs from authoritarian “adaptability” and
“flexibility” that typically highlight how autocracies can employ
less rigid and more pragmatic policies and governing tactics
instrumentally to prolong their rule in non‐crisis settings, rather
than their time‐, space‐ and case‐sensitive capacity to imple-
ment policies to cope with severe crises. Even when “flexible
authoritarianism” is defined as a strategy to achieve broad long‐
term strategic goals by granting agents implementation auton-
omy (Taylor and Garlick 2025),1 it differs from our conception,
which focuses on mobilization in crises, paying special attention
to the changes in levels of mobilization and institutional func-
tions across time and space in response to the rapid develop-
ment of a given crisis.

In addition, “authoritarian elasticity” is inherently different
from “authoritarian advantage” and “campaign‐style gover-
nance.” While all three concepts are about swiftly mobilize to
undertake urgent policies, “authoritarian elasticity” emphasizes
more a quality of the regime that enables prompt and effective
mobilization. The relationship between the three concepts is
like: elasticity is one of the contributing factors why the state
can quickly launch a crisis‐management campaign, which in
turn manifests “authoritarian advantage.” More importantly,
“authoritarian elasticity,” compared to the other two concepts,
better highlights the ability of the state to optimize resources
and capacity deployment to sustain costly mobilization, which is
critical in prolonged crises. After all, the regime would rapidly
deplete its energy and resources should it constantly maintain
full‐scale mobilization. In other words, “elasticity” can help
explain why autocracies can respond to crises promptly (by
quickly activating and mobilizing elastic institutions for crisis
management), but it is better exemplified in longer‐term crises
as they allow us to observe changes in the levels of mobilization

Governance, 2025 3 of 15

 14680491, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/gove.70074 by U

niversity O
f G

eorgia L
ibraries, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [13/10/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



and functional transformations that are absent in short‐term
crises.

Such elasticity builds on some necessary pre‐conditions,
including but not limited to (1) a high‐capacity state with
centralized decision‐making power that can activate elastic
mobilization upon crises and (2) the presence of “elastic” in-
stitutions that can multitask or quickly adjust its functions and
scale‐up or down, enabling the state to customize its mobiliza-
tion strength and scope to effectively manage crises without
resource‐ and capacity‐overstretching.

Ultimately, elasticity can be seen as a form or dimension of state
capacity, which generally refers to the state's power or ability to
perform its functions, enforce its policies, and achieve its goals,
especially with regard to society (Chang and Wang 2024; Cin-
golani 2013; Hanson and Sigman 2021; Mattingly 2020).
Scholars have attempted to better conceptualize and measure
the concept. Mann (1984) suggests that state power includes
both “despotic power” that the state exercises without routine
institutionalized negotiation with the society, and “infra-
structural power” that enables the state to penetrate society and
actually enforce its policies and decisions. Hanson and Sig-
man (2021), however, approach the concept for a functional
angle, suggesting state capacity has three core dimensions,
including administrative, extractive, and coercive capacity.
These useful frameworks are related to “authoritarian elastic-
ity,” but do not capture the latter well. For instance, “infra-
structural power” is a critical for “authoritarian elasticity”: the
former can contribute to the later by facilitating functional
transformation as well as time‐, space‐, and case‐sensitive ad-
justments in crisis management mobilization. However, it (or
“administrative capacity” and other state capacities and re-
sources) does not automatically translate into “elasticity,” as the
latter is not just about the state's capabilities and resources
themselves, but about whether, why, when, and how the state
mobilizes them. In addition, the conception of elasticity also
suggests that the state can transform its various capabilities and
resources. In this sense, we highlight a new dimension of while
also proposing a more fluid and dynamic conceptualization of
“state capacity.”

While democracies can demonstrate elasticity, we focus on
authoritarian elasticity because (1) democracies, while are more
responsive to the public, face constraints over power concen-
tration, state mobilization and social control, or to maintain
powerful ready‐to‐deploy elastic institutions; (2) it is theoreti-
cally more interesting to examine elasticity of autocracies
because they are more rigid and less responsive to citizens
(Pei 2020). In doing so, we enrich the authoritarian resilience
literature, highlighting that beyond deliberate and calculated
institutional adaptations to address known challenges, there are
autocratic institutions that can instantly mobilize, improvize
and alter functions for sudden crises.

Below, we empirically examine how China mobilized its grid
system and repurposed it to enforce the Zero‐COVID policy in
response to the outbreak and development of the pandemic. We
argue such mobilization demonstrates both temporal and spatial
elasticity of the Chinese regime, which helped to effectively
control the virus for an extended time.

3 | The China Case of Authoritarian Elasticity

On January 23, 2020, two days before Chinese New Year,
Wuhan—the capital of Hubei Province with 11 million people—
was put under complete lockdown with public transportation
and all businesses closed and residents required not to leave
home but for emergent medical purposes. On March 18, 2020,
56 days after the lockdown was announced, China claimed the
nation had reached “zero infection” with no new local cases
reported nationwide. The lockdown practice of Wuhan later
evolved into the “zero‐COVID” policy which entailed mass
testing, travel restrictions, and localized lockdowns when
breakouts were identified (Yang 2024).

China's approach to COVID‐19 was quite radical. Aiming at
completely eliminating the virus, it was resource‐intensive,
capacity‐demanding and costly. This is why many other
resourceful and high‐capacity states have opted for different
strategies (Yan et al. 2020). For instance, the United States and
United Kingdom quite soon decided to “live with the COVID.”
Even those adopted a similar zero‐COVID policy such as
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and Singapore gradually
phased out in 2021 when more transferable variants like Delta
and Omicron appeared. China only gave up the policy at the
very end of 2022 and arguably more due to popular protest than
the virus going out of control. While the authoritarian nature of
the regime might explain why it did not phase out Zero‐COVID
sooner, it still begs the question how China could (quite effec-
tively) sustain the policy for so long, especially given its 1.4
billion population.

Scholars studying China's response to the pandemic have noted
the grid system (Habich‐Sobiegalla and Plümmer 2023; Thorn-
ton 2023). Introduced in 2004 and gained prominence under
President Xi Jinping, this multi‐layer system was designed not
for managing crises, not to say a prolonged pandemic, but to
enhance grassroots governance. Building on existing adminis-
trative structure (Mittelstaedt 2022), the system leverages
China's already impressive infrastructural power (H. Chen and
Greitens 2022; Xu and He 2022) and latest information and
communication technologies to enhance the Party‐state's pres-
ence at the community level. It divides urban and rural com-
munities into grids (and sub‐grids) that are connected to
regional data centers that coordinate government agencies to
implement governance tasks and respond to citizens.

The grid system, as a grassroots governance institution, is elastic
in nature, as reflected in its functions. While many scholarly
studies have depicted it as a social control institution (Bandur-
ski 2018; Tang 2020), official media consistently highlights its
service functions. For instance, the official Xinhua News re-
ported on November 1, 2023 commending a district in Jining
City, Shandong Province, for establishing a grid‐based service
system to meet public needs, highlighting specifically how it had
served the local elderly.2 Instead of joining the debate, we see
the system as elastic and can undertake multiple tasks across
time and space and adjust its primary focuses in different cir-
cumstances. How the Chinese state mobilized the grid system
provides us with an excellent opportunity to probe how “elastic”
an autocracy could be during a crisis, especially through how
the system was activated upon the pandemic, its functional
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transformations, under what circumstances it scaled back and
resumed normal functions, and when it was re‐activated.

3.1 | Data Sources

Data availability is always a challenge when studying authori-
tarian regimes (Ahram and Goode 2016). But fortunately, media
coverage can often help address this issue (Ban et al. 2019).
China scholars have long utilized official media reports to study
topics such as state propaganda, information strategy, elite po-
wer dynamics, and so on (Hong and Yang 2024; Huang
et al. 2019; Jaros and Pan 2018; Jiang and Zeng 2020; Shih 2008;
Stockmann and Gallagher 2011). In the digital age, Chinese
state agencies at all levels have established online outlets for
purposes such as propaganda, public service provision, and
public engagement (J. Chen et al. 2016; Jiang et al. 2019; Rob-
erts 2018). In particular, many state agencies have set up official
accounts on popular social media sites, such as WeChat
(Repnikova and Fang 2019).

This project relies on articles published by various government
agencies on their WeChat accounts to study how the state has
mobilized during the COVID‐19 pandemic. While one may
question whether these sources, which are inherently propa-
gandistic and selectively curated, will reliably measure grid ac-
tivities, we believe this is not an issue. First, state‐run media
outlets in autocracies serve not only as major channels for au-
thorities to disseminate propaganda messages to the public, but
also as a communication tool that enables lower‐level officials to
signal to higher authorities (Brady 2009; Carter and Carter 2023;
Shambaugh 2007; Shih 2008; Wu 1994). Therefore, official me-
dia reports often can be seen as playing the informal “score-
keeping” function through which local authorities tell upper
levels what they have done (Zeng 2023). Second, while media
reports are clearly curated by the authorities, thus introducing
pro‐government biases, this will not invalidate our findings. We
are interested in the changing levels of mobilization and func-
tional transformations of the grid system, not whether it is
depicted positively or negatively. Should the state only cover its

positive functions (e.g., service provision), this bias will work
against us as in this case we should not be able to observe
functional transformations. If this potential bias does exist, one
should have more rather than less confidence in our findings.
We will detail our data in the following analysis.

3.2 | Activating Elasticity: Mobilizing Grids for
Pandemic Control

We first explore how China mobilized the grid system to tran-
sition into crisis management mode.3 We first gathered all ar-
ticles from the official WeChat accounts of all but four of
China's 31 provincial‐level Political and Legal Affairs Commit-
tees from December 31, 2018, to December 31, 2020.4 We then
searched the database with the keyword “grid” (wangge),
identifying a total of 5034 articles that mentioned the grid sys-
tem after data cleaning (see Supporting Information S1: Ap-
pendix A).

The daily distribution of the articles mentioning the grid system,
as Figure 1 shows, reveals a sudden surge upon the lockdown of
Wuhan on January 23, 2020, followed by a gradual decrease
when the virus got under control. A RDD (Regression Discon-
tinuity Design) analysis finds an average jump of 45 weekly
grid‐related articles shortly after the outbreak from only 35 per
week prior to the pandemic (see Supporting Information S1:
Appendix E). The findings show not only a swift activation of
the grid system upon the pandemic but also a trend of returning
to normal, in line with the authoritarian elasticity argument.

3.3 | The Elastic Grid: Functional
Transformations During the Pandemic

Everyday governance and crisis management clearly require
different functions and capabilities. While the grid system might
be designed as a foundational governance infrastructure capable
of both routine social service delivery and emergency mobili-
zation, it still requires functional transformations upon crises.

FIGURE 1 | Daily distribution of grid related articles.
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To explore whether and how the grid system elastically adjusted
its functions in response to the COVID‐19 pandemic, we con-
ducted content analysis of articles published by official WeChat
accounts of local grid centers. We decided not to use data from
the provincial Political and Legal Affairs Committees because
local grid centers are closer to the ground and were tasked to
perform specific functions.

To identify local grid centers, we searched “grid center”
(wangge zhongxin), “social governance center” (shehui zhili
zhongxin), and “comprehensive governance center” (zonghe
zhili zhongxin) using WeChat's built‐in search engine and then
examined the first 200 results for each term. We found a total of
54 unique local grid centers that had set up their official ac-
counts prior to 2020 and published at least one article from the
Wuhan lockdown on January 23, 2020, to March 18, 2020, when
the Party declared “zero infection.” Among these grid centers,
six are municipal‐level, 38 are county‐level, nine are township‐
level, and one is community‐level. Because China declared
“zero infection” 55 days after locking down Wuhan on January
23, 2020, we established a timeframe of 55 days before and after
that specific date and collected all 4377 articles those accounts
published between November 29, 2019, and March 18, 2020. To
prepare the data for supervised machine learning analysis, we
applied a data‐cleaning process, dropping articles without the
keyword “grid” or less than 50 Chinese characters, and
removing account‐specific footers, etc. We then segmented the
texts into keywords using the jiebaR, a widely used tool for
Chinese text analysis and cleaned stop words, numbers, and
single Chinese characters. Keywords appeared no more than
two times are removed. The process yields a total of 8321
distinct keywords from 2834 articles, providing a foundation for
feature selection that enhances the machine's ability to capture
patterns of the corpus. See Supporting Information S1: Appen-
dix B for grid centers and the number of grid‐related articles
published during the period of our interest.

To investigate whether and how the grid system underwent
functional transformation, we coded these articles based on the
functions they represent. We are particularly interested in
whether the system adjusted between focusing on service
provision, as official propaganda claimed before the pandemic,

and social control, which became necessary due to the
pandemic.

We follow a data‐driven coding process of progressive summa-
rizing as outlined by Schreier (2012). Specifically, we randomly
selected 30% (or 851) of the 2834 articles and manually coded
the various grid activities described in them. We then classify
the articles into “service provision” or “social control” based on
whether the activities in the article mainly aim to provide ser-
vices or enforce social control. If the answer to both questions is
“No,” the article goes to the “Other.” The service provision
category includes the following activities: (1) improving living
conditions or community environment; (2) mediating disputes
among residents; (3) helping residents in need; (4) providing
amenities/conveniences to residents. Social control includes: (1)
personal information collection (e.g., travel history); (2) sur-
veillance of residents' daily activities; (3) restricting residents'
freedom such as physical mobility; and (4) conducting infor-
mation control. “Other” typically includes grid managers
training, recruitment ads, and grid working sessions at different
levels.

Supporting Information S1: Appendix F provides specific coding
samples for each of the four types of activities we list here under
both the service provision and social control categories. Two
coders were tasked to code the 851 articles independently; only
articles clearly belonging to one of the three categories were
coded. Articles where two coders did not reach a consensus
were excluded to create a precise training set for our machine
learning model. In the end, we got a total of 516 human coded
observations. We then used these articles to train a Random
Forest (RF) model (see Supporting Information S1: Appendix G
for details) to predict the function proportions for each of the
remaining 2318 articles (including those dropped from the
manual coding process). For each article, the predicted pro-
portions of the three functions sum to 100%. We then compiled
the human coded and machine predicted results, getting the
whole dataset with 2834 observations.

To examine whether COVID‐19 had impacted grid functions,
we calculate the daily average proportion of each function
across time. Figure 2 displays three LOESS curves to illustrate

FIGURE 2 | Grid functional changes during COVID‐19.
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the functional change of the grid system, revealing that upon
the pandemic, its primary function shifted swiftly from service
provision to social control. Such functional adjustments were
also seemingly temporary, with social control decreasing and
service provision rebounding as the pandemic gradually came
under control.

Do our findings indicate meaningful functional trans-
formations since existing studies show (and we confirm) that
the grid system had social control functions before the
pandemic? This is a legitimate concern. However, logically,
from the “authoritarian elasticity” perspective, we expect the
level, manner, and scale of social control transform upon the
pandemic. That means, we shall observe that social control
takes up a heavier portion of the grid system's functions, as our
analysis confirms. It could also mean major changes in specific
social control functions, which will not be recorded by our
coding scheme as it lumps together various “social control”
measures. However, close reading of our data sources reveal
that this is indeed the case: prior to the pandemic, social
control focused more on information collection; but during the
pandemic, the system was mobilized to aggressively restrict
citizens physical mobility and enforce quarantine and lock-
down, as Thornton (2023) has observed. We believe such
functional transformations are significant.

3.4 | Testing Grid Functional Transformations

To more accurately capture the grid's elasticity in response to
the pandemic, we further conduct Dirichlet regression analyses.
Our dependent variables are the three grid functions identified
above: Control, Service, and Others. We introduce two key in-
dependent variables, a dummy “Pandemic” to identify articles
published after January 23, 2020 (“0” = before or on; “1” = after)
when Wuhan was locked down, and a time variable “Day”
based on an article's publication date with reference to January
23, 2020. For example, articles published on January 24, 2020,
would be “þ1,” while those on January 22 would be “−1.”

We introduce several control variables. As grid functions may
depend on economic development and population size, we
gathered GDP and population data, and calculated GDP per
capita of the localities of grid centers in our dataset.5 We use the
average nightlight data of 2020 from the Visible Infrared Im-
aging Radiometer Suite (VIIRS) as a proxy of urbanization rate,
which may also affect grid functions.6 We do not use official
statistics because they may not accurately reflect the actual local
population structure, especially for lower‐level grids. We also
included a variable indicating if the grid center is within Hubei
Province where the pandemic started (Hubei; “0” = no, and
“1” = yes) and the logarithm of each article's word count as a
covariate. Supporting Information S1: Appendix H provides a
summary of the variables.

3.4.1 | Models and Results

Since our three dependent variables are related and the sum of
their value equals one for each specific article, Dirichlet

regression is appropriate for our analysis. Dirichlet regression is
useful for analyzing a group of variables within a bounded in-
terval that sum up to a constant, especially when these variables
show skewness and heteroscedasticity. This method eliminates
the need for data transformation. Under Generalized Linear
Model (GLM) framework, the interpretation of Dirichlet
regression is akin to that of multinomial logistic regression
(Maier 2014). Since estimated parameters must remain strictly
positive, the logarithm function serves as an appropriate link
(Douma and Weedon 2019). Assuming y1, y2, y3 respectively
represent the proportion of each grid‐related article exhibiting
the functions of “other,” “social control,” and “service provi-

sion,” with their sum equaling 1, that is ∑
k

k= 1
yk = 1, and in our

model, k equals to three. The probability density function of the
Dirichlet distribution can be represented as:

f ( y1, y2,…, yK ; α1,α2,…, αK) =
Γ(∑K

k=1 αk)

∏K
k=1 Γ(αk)

∏
K

k=1
yαk−1
k (1)

The parameters αk influence the shape of the distribution, and Γ
denotes the Gamma function (Camargo et al. 2012; Teh 2010).
Equation (2) is the link function, with X being a matrix that
encompasses all the independent variables in our model. To
identify the most effective model among alternatives, we
maintain dependent variables consistent while varying the in-
dependent variables across them. We estimate three models and
use the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) minimization
principle for selection (Bozdogan 1987), as detailed in Table 1.

Αk = exp(X βk) (2)

Model 1 includes six independent variables: the temporal vari-
able “Day,” nightlight (Nightlight 2020), log of GDP per capita
(Log GDP Per Capita), log of population (Log Population), log of
word count of each article (Log Word Count), and the location
variable Hubei. Model 2 adds the dummy variable “Pandemic”
that signifies whether an article was published before or after
the lockdown, which splits the model into two segments
resembling a Regression Discontinuity approach, allowing us to
make a causal reference should we observe any significant
function changes around the cutoff point.7 Model 3 includes an
additional variable of Day.2

Table 1 presents the results. The variable “Pandemic” shows
significance in both Models 2 and 3, correlating positively with
“social control” and negatively with “service provision” and
“other” functions. The variable “Day” demonstrates statistical
significance across all fitted models, except in the “other”
category of Models 2 and 3. It correlates positively to “social
control” and negatively to “service provision” and “other” in
Model 1; but the directions of the correlations for all three
functions are reversed in Models 2 and 3 when “Pandemic” is
included, suggesting that “Pandemic” captures the most signif-
icant functional changes of the grid system. The results also
suggest that the variable “Day” may have captured the dynamics
of the system's functional changes over time, revealing a trend
toward normality after initial drastic response to the pandemic.8

The “Hubei” dummy proves significant across all functions in
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all models, suggesting that grids in Hubei functioned differently
compared to other regions.

Figure 3 illustrates function changes of the grid system based on
Model 3, with the variables nightlight, log population, and log

GDP per capita set to median values across all grid centers, the
log of the word count to the median value across all grid‐related
articles, and “Pandemic” to its actual values for each article. The
left panel of the figure captures the grid centers outside Hubei
and the right panel shows those in Hubei. The proportions of

FIGURE 3 | Grid functional changes in and out of hubei.

TABLE 1 | Grid's functional adjustments to Covid‐19 estimated by dirichlet regression.

Model 1 2 3
Function O C S O C S O C S
(Intercept) −2.70***

(0.33)
−4.49***
(0.32)

−2.51***
(0.34)

−2.61***
(0.33)

−5.04***
(0.32)

−2.21***
(0.34)

−2.54***
(0.33)

−4.73***
(0.33)

−2. 29***
(0.35)

Pandemic −0.31***
(0.09)

1.52***
(0.10)

−0.70***
(0.09)

−0.31***
(0.09)

1.45*** (0.09) −0.65***
(0.10)

Day −0.002**
(0.001)

0.01***
(0.001)

−0.004***
(0.001)

0.002
(0.001)

−0.01***
(0.001)

0.005**
(0.001)

0.002 (0.001) −0.01***
(0.001)

0.004*
(0.001)

Day2 −0.00004
(0.00002)

−0.0001***
(0.00003)

0.0000
(0.0000)

Nightlight
2020

0.003
(0.002)

−0.0004
(0.002)

−0.001
(0.002)

0.003
(0.002)

0.002
(0.002)

−0.001
(0.002)

0.003 (0.002) 0.002 (0.002) −0.001
(0.002)

Log GDP
Per capita

0.13* (0.06) −0.17**
(0.06)

0.20***
(0.05)

0.10 (0.06) −0.25***
(0.06)

0.15**
(0.05)

0.10 (0.06) −0.27***
(0.06)

0.15**
(0.05)

Log
population

0.005
(0.02)

0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) −0.01
(0.02)

0.03 (0.02) 0.004 (0.02) −0.02 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)

Hubei 0.23***
(0.06)

−0.29***
(0.06)

0.44***
(0.07)

0.19**
(0.06)

−0.25***
(0.07)

0.37***
(0.07)

0.19** (0.06) −0.24***
(0.07)

0.36***
(0.07)

Log word
count

0.12***
(0.03)

0.52***
(0.03)

0.09**
(0.03)

0.14***
(0.03)

0.57***
(0.03)

0.12***
(0.03)

0.15***
(0.03)

0.57*** (0.03) 0.12***
(0.03)

N 2834 2834 2834

Log L 10,012.33 10,230.94 10,251.44

AIC −19,982.66 −20,413.88 −20,448.88

BIC −19,857.73 −20,271.09 −20,288.25
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
*Significant at 5% level.
**Significant at 1% level.
***Significant at 0.1% level.
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the three functions were stable before the pandemic with service
provision being the most salient. The COVID outbreak rapidly
transformed the system with its primary function instantly
shifted to social control while service provision decreased
correspondingly. Figure 3 also reveals the decline of social
control and increase in service provision as the virus was
brought under control gradually, in accordance with the theo-
retical expectation of authoritarian elasticity. This trend of
returning to normal is evident even within the relatively short
period that our dataset covers. The swift activation, rapid
functional transformations, and timely scaling back together
showcase the elasticity of the grid system and the Chinese
regime.

While there were nuanced differences, grid functional alter-
ations in and out of Hubei were consistent, with an instant
switch from service provision to social control upon the
outbreak and followed by the same trend of returning to pre‐
pandemic status. The variations, instead of hurting our theory,
add to it by indicating the regime's spatial elasticity by
customizing the level of mobilization to fit local outbreaks,
which will be further discussed in the next section.

3.5 | Testing the Temporal and Spatial Elasticity

Reacting to the highly transmissible new variants such as Delta
and Omicron, China instead of changing its policy goal of Zero‐
COVID started a “Dynamic Zero‐COVID” policy in August 2021
(J. Liu et al. 2022). This offers us an opportunity to test the re-
gime's temporal and spatial elasticity to sustain its intensive and
highly costly pandemic control mode. Specifically, facing
frequent local outbreaks, one would expect the autocracy to
elastically adjust the level and scope of mobilization to specific
outbreaks depending on factors like the locality and scale to
achieve zero infection while avoiding exhausting its resources
and capacities too quickly.

Based on open reports, we identified a total of 16 local outbreaks
from May 2021 to August 2022, among which two occurred
prior to (Guangzhou in May 2021 and Nanjing July 2021) and
the rest during the “Dynamic Zero‐COVID” period. We
compiled information on the date of the first infection, number
of infections, and whether it spread for each case. We coded the
outbreaks into five scales based on the number of reported in-
fections, with thresholds set at 500, 2,000, 5,000, 10,000, and
50,000. Out of these 16 cases, 11 are “spread outbreaks,” which
we define as those spreading to five or more additional cities.
Detailed information on and references to these outbreaks are in
Supporting Information S1: Appendix K.

We examine three levels—local, regional, and national—to test if
China adjusted mobilization levels, enough to contain the virus
and just enough to avoid overstretching its resource and capa-
bilities. We expect local mobilization—mobilization of the grid
system within the locality where the outbreak occurred—in each
case. For large‐scale outbreaks with a significant number of in-
fections or those spreading quickly to nearby areas, we expect
regional mobilization to follow soon. National mobilization,
however, would only be triggered by extra large‐scale or wide-
spread outbreaks, or multiple concurrent local outbreaks.

We use official WeChat accounts of local governments as the
data sources (see Supporting Information S1: Appendices C and
D for details) instead of Political and Legal Affairs Committees
or grid centers here. The choice is driven by both instrumental
and methodological motives. First, it increases data availability:
almost all local governments have WeChat official accounts,
which is not the case for local grid centers or the Political and
Legal Affairs Committees. Second, using a different source also
serves the purpose of robustness check. Nevertheless, our
findings are consistent when using data from the Political and
Legal Affairs Committees (see Supporting Information S1: Ap-
pendix L).

We run a series of sharp RDD estimations. For the local‐level
test, we use data from the official account of the outbreak
city. For the regional‐level test, we use data from the official
account of the province where the outbreak city is located. If the
outbreak happened in a provincial‐level municipality (such as
Shanghai), we include the surrounding provinces. For the
national‐level test, we include all provincial accounts except
those experiencing an outbreak (See Supporting Information S1:
Appendix K for details). The cutoff point for each test has been
set as the exact date of the first identified infection for each
outbreak to make the estimations more consistent. The equation
is as follows:

Yt = β0 + τDayt + β1OtherArticlest + εt (3)

where Yt is the number of daily grid‐related news articles in the
corresponding accounts, Dayt is the running variable, ranging
from −365 to 365, and OtherArticlest is the count of non‐grid‐
related articles for each day. By extracting τ and the conven-
tional confidence interval and rescaling them by dividing the
average number of daily articles for each test, we illustrate the
instant mobilization effects of each outbreak at local, regional,
and national levels.

As Figure 4 shows, local governments mobilized grids almost
instantly upon each outbreak. More specifically, τ is positive
across all local‐level RDD estimations, and 12 out of 16 are
statistically significant. Regional‐level mobilization was overall
less frequent than the local level, especially for smaller‐scale
outbreaks or those that did not spread wide. The results also
suggest changes in mobilization dynamics as China shifted to
the “Dynamic Zero‐COVID” policy in August 2021. Before that,
even small‐scale outbreaks like Guangzhou (May 2021) and
Nanjing (July 2021) triggered regional mobilization. Guangzhou
had only 153 infections without spreading; In Nanjing, though
the virus spread a bit, recorded less than 1000 infections, but
caused a major regional mobilization.

Under “Dynamic Zero‐COVID,” small‐scale non‐spreading
outbreaks often caused only local mobilization as in Putian,
Tianjin, Beijing, Suzhou2 (Anhui), Yili, and Sanya. We could
observe regional mobilization during large‐scale spreading
outbreaks such as Xi'an, Yanbian, and Shanghai as well as
relatively small scale or non‐spreading outbreaks such as
Quanzhou, Beihai, and Ali District. These latter cases followed
other large‐scale outbreaks, thus were likely due to cluster ef-
fects. That is why in addition to the major outbreak in Xi'an,
where the virus spread rapidly both in and out of Shaanxi
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Province, national mobilization happened in outbreaks of Suz-
hou1 (Jiangsu), Quanzhou, Lanzhou, Beihai, and Ali District.

Could there be a lagging effect of regional and national mobi-
lization since it might take time for the virus to spread? We
tested the reasoning by lagging the cutoff point in regional and
national level RDD estimations by 7, 14, and 21 days, respec-
tively. Figure 5 below presents the results. As the upper part of
the figure reveals, when lagged 7‐day, we observe regional
mobilization in Nanjing, Putian, Xi'an, Yanbian, Shanghai,
Suzhou2 (Anhui), Beihai, Sanya, and Ali District, most of which
were relatively large‐scale and widespread. Regional mobiliza-
tion de‐escalated quickly in quite some of those cases; only
large‐scale outbreaks like Xi'an, Yanbian, Shanghai, and Sanya
lasted 14 days. Ali District of Tibet shows a consistent regional
mobilization effect when lagged 7, 14 and 21 days. This might be
because there was another outbreak in Lhasa, the capital of
Tibet, in late August 2022. The 21‐day lagged small‐scale
regional mobilization of Suzhou2 (Anhui) is hard to explain.
It might be a coincidence or because the outbreaks in Lanzhou
and Beihai that occurred 12 and 16 days later respectively had
affected our observation. The lower part of Figure 5 shows ev-
idence for several cases of national level mobilization when
lagged 7 and 14 days. In accordance with our expectation, these
were either large‐scale outbreaks (e.g., Yanbian and Shanghai)
or followed by other outbreaks (e.g., Lanzhou and Yili). Again,
the Suzhou2 case shows statistical significance when lagged
21 days, likely due to later outbreaks in Lanzhou and Beihai.

The results overall confirm the Chinese state's temporal and
spatial elasticity, especially in the Dynamic Zero‐COVID period.
The state mobilized more extensively in response to large‐scale
and/or more widespread outbreaks and much less so when the
outbreaks were relatively contained. As the anti‐pandemic
campaign became prolonged, such elasticity allowed the state

to effectively achieve the Zero‐COVID goal without exhausting
its resources and capacity too quickly. This explains why despite
its ultimate failure, China achieved zero‐COVID, even when the
virus's new variants became more contagious, for such an
extended period.

4 | Conclusion

Autocracies are constantly challenged by internal and external
crises. It is essential to investigate how they survive such critical
moments. In this paper, by leveraging the empirical case of the
grid system during the COVID‐19 pandemic in China, we
demonstrate and theorize how high‐capacity autocracies may
display temporal and spatial elasticity in response to acute cri-
ses. Such a “authoritarian elasticity” framework captures not
just how autocracies can promptly mobilize upon critical crises
as current literature on “authoritarian advantage” or campaign‐
style governance suggests, but a smarter, more agile and cost‐
efficient deployment of state capacity and resources to cope
with even a prolonged crisis.

Building on studies of how institutional adaptability matters for
authoritarian resilience (Dimitrov 2013; Gandhi and Przewor-
ski 2007; Nathan 2003), we find that in addition to more per-
manent adaptations to long‐term structural challenges such as
succession, economic development, and social instability, au-
tocracies can “elastically” adjust its institutions temporarily and
spatially to manage crises more effectively without draining its
resources and capacity too quickly. Is what we observe another
case of “institutional amphibiousness” that was identified in
China's transition away from communism? We believe not
because the latter shows how institutions “formally remained as
part of the state system” started gaining “functions and purposes
contradictory to those of the state” (Ding 1994, 313). However,

FIGURE 4 | Instant mobilization effects at local, regional, and national levels. The size of each point indicates the scale of the outbreak. Solid
points represent spread outbreaks. The right side indicates the city where the outbreak occurred, and the left side shows the date on which the
first infection was detected in the specific case.

10 of 15 Governance, 2025

 14680491, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/gove.70074 by U

niversity O
f G

eorgia L
ibraries, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [13/10/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



during COVID, it was the Party‐state that activated and repur-
posed the grid system for crisis management and such func-
tional transformations were clearly reversable. Our findings also
highlight that beyond the capabilities and resources that are
covered by existing literature, the study of state capacity may
benefit from taking into consideration how the state can opti-
mize and deploy its capabilities and sources more efficiently.
Using the computer system as a metaphor, the same set of
hardware may demonstrate different computing power with
different software programs.

China's response to COVID‐19 can be understood from the
perspective of “campaign‐style governance.” However, it is
different from typical campaigns, which though are often
launched to cope with government failures, tensions, and
challenges, are inherently planned, thus under state control.
Crises often take the state by surprise, with their scale and pace
beyond state control. These two styles of campaign‐style
governance therefore imply different mechanisms of decision
making and mobilization (crisis vs. normalcy) (Kahneman 2011;
B. W. Ritchie 2004; 't Hart and Boin 2001). This is worth noting

FIGURE 5 | Lagged mobilization effects at the regional and national levels. The size of each point indicates the scale of the outbreak. Solid points
represent spread outbreaks. The right side indicates the city where the outbreak occurred, and the left side shows the date on which the first infection
was detected in the specific case.
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though it is not our primary focus, future research may explore
the potential implications of the different modes of decision
making.

This research is exploratory in nature, aiming more at building a
theory than testing it. We admittedly face some practical limi-
tations, which we hope future studies may address. In partic-
ular, one may criticize the study for lacking a counterfactual and
ask whether other countries, especially democracies, have
elasticity. We do not have sufficient empirical data to address
the concerns. Moreover, the nature of the concept, which is
about how a state uses its resources and capacity, makes it
inherently more challenging to test elasticity than many other
dimensions of state capacity. However, studying “elasticity” as a
dimension of state capacity is meaningful. As our analysis
shows, China had empirically demonstrated considerable elas-
ticity (in addition to other efforts) when fighting COVID, which
logically had helped the regime quickly gain the necessary
functions to enforce pandemic control and sustain its costly
crisis‐management policy. It was impressive and puzzling—
controlling a highly transmissible virus in a country with a
population of 1.4 billion would never be easy, let alone for
nearly 3 years. This is arguably a world record compared to all
other countries, especially considering that the Zero‐COVID
policy could have persisted even longer but for the “White Pa-
per” movement which signaled intensified public discontent—
this means that the Party was defeated not by the virus, but
by the people.

We use China's COVID‐19 response to illustrate authoritarian
elasticity. But this is not the only case that the Chinese regime
(and potentially other autocracies) demonstrates elasticity. For
instance, China has frequently mobilized its military force, the
pillar of the regime's coercive force, to fight floods, wildfires,
earthquakes and so forth. The state, by repurposing the coercive
apparatus, rapidly and quite cost‐effectively responds to such
disasters, to boost its legitimacy. Most recently after the earth-
quake in Tibet on January 7, 2025, hundreds of People's Liber-
ation Army soldiers and armed police, militia members, as well
as military aircrafts and machinery were deployed for rescue
missions on the ground within several hours. Such rapid
response was widely covered in the state and social media to
boost the regime's legitimacy.9 In fact, the regime boasts its
elasticity, often in contrast with the United States, which is
depicted as lacking such elasticity, as the following commentary
shows:10

As we can see, whether it is an earthquake, a flood, or
even wildfire, the PLA is always at the forefront. In
contrast, the US military exists for war and has no
obligation to provide rescue services and disaster re-
lief…. Even when they are [deployed in natural di-
sasters], they are primarily to enforce social order.

Crises such as earthquakes and other natural disasters (even the
2003 SARS crisis), typically only last briefly and affect a given
region thus reveal authoritarian elasticity only partially in terms
of how it enables prompt and effective responses to crises. The
COVID‐19 pandemic, which not only lasted much longer but
also had a nationwide (accurately global) impact, has put

authoritarian elasticity to a far more extreme test. As we dis-
cussed, it turned out to be a success‐debacle story. This very
success‐debacle story of China's enforcement of Zero‐COVID
betrays the paradoxical relationship between regime rigidity
and elasticity, which somewhat serves as a counterfactual.
China could have avoided the debacle by switching away from
Zero‐COVID timelier, just like other countries that had adopted
the policy earlier (e.g., Australia, New Zealand, Singapore),
should it be less rigid (reflected primarily in decision making
rather than implementation; it is evident in both the lack of
phase‐out strategy and the very fact that the grid system was
only activated when the central government decided to lock
Wuhan down), or should it lack elasticity to sustain the policy
(elasticity is demonstrated more in the implementation of a
given policy). In this latter case, more optimized mobilization of
resources and capacity achieved with “authoritarian elasticity”
helped maintain a policy that was far from optimal in the
long run.
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Endnotes
1 This echoes studies on variation or flexibility in policy implantation in
China (e.g., Göbel 2011; O'Brien and Li 1999; Zhou 2010) that discuss
how policy outcomes often depend on central‐local dynamics. Our
research does not focus on the central‐local dynamics, though they
may be still at play.
2 See “Gridþ” services explore new paths for grassroots governance
[“Wanggeþ” fuwu tansuo shehui jiceng zhili xin lujing], Xinhua
News, November 1, 2023.
http://www.xinhuanet.com/local/2023‐11/01/c_1212296005.htm.
3 The decision‐making and other dynamics within the bureaucratic
systems (the key actors, the incentive structures, bureaucratic
mechanisms, and political logics) are interesting, but not the focus of
this research because they are beyond our capacity due to data
availability. We hope future research may investigate these questions.
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As an explorative project, we intend to measure and conceptualize the
displayed elasticity of the state and the grid system (whether it was
activated in response to the COVID‐19 pandemic, and whether there
were functional transformations, and whether the level and scope of
mobilization vary across time and space).
4 Guangdong, Hebei, Guizhou, and Shaanxi are not included because
their accounts were either created after January 2019 or ceased pub-
lication during the lockdown.
5GDP data are from the National Economic and Social Development
Bulletin of the respective locality, government websites, or the China
County Statistical Yearbook, primarily from 2020. County‐level pop-
ulation data are from reports of the Seventh National Population
Census of China in November 2020, and the street or community
population data from local government websites, with one data point
from Baidu Baike when the government source was inaccessible.
6 For VIIRS data, please visit https://eogdata.mines.edu/products/vnl/.
We set each locality's government office building via Google Maps as
the central point and the then calculated the average annual night-
light brightness of the localities with varying ranges. For localities
under 10 km2, the range is set to �0.01 from the central point,
covering 4.93 km2. For areas between 10 and 100 km2, the range is
�0.03, covering 44.36 km2. For regions between 100 and 1000 km2,
the range is �0.1, covering 492.84 km2. For localities over 1000 km2,
the range is �0.2, encompassing 1971.36 km2.
7One limitation of this model stems from the DirichletReg R package's
lack of support for panel data (Maier 2014), preventing us from
calculating clustered standard errors and incorporating random ef-
fects associated with each WeChat account. We conducted a series of
diagnoses and robustness checks to address this concern. See Sup-
porting Information S1: Appendices I and J for details.
8 Robustness tests for Model 3 by re‐running three separate multilevel
models for each function confirm the findings. See Supporting
Information S1: Appendix J.
9 Xinhua News Agency, PLA and armed police forces arrive in earth-
quake zone for rescue operations [Jiefangjun he wujing budui duozhi
liliang dida zhengqu zhankai jiuyuan], The Central People’'s Govern-
ment of the People's Republic of China, January 7, 2025.
https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202501/content_6996746.htm.

10 Li Renhao, The disaster relief performance of the Chinese and
American armies is worlds apart! [Zhongmei jundui jiuzhai biaoxian,
jianzhi tianrangzhibie!], Sohu News, January 13, 2025. https://www.
sohu.com/a/848374653_121737026; Who are the most lovable?
Comparing disaster relief efforts of the military across nations [Shui
shi zui keai de ren? Duibi geguo jundui tufa zhainan jiuzhai biaoxian],
Huanqiu Military, 2025.
https://mil.huanqiu.com/special/longlifepla/index.html.
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