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Is Grassroots Governance Innovation Still Possible? Empirical Observations and
Theoretical Reflections on Shenzhen’s Practices
MA Weihong

Abstract: From a Special Economic Zone to a Socialist Pioneer Demonstration Zone, Shenzhen has evolved
to a city with universality and representativeness. It’s universality of grassroots governance manifests in two
core aspects: (1) how grassroots governance structures can maintain long-term stability under conditions of
social diversity and complexity driven by market economies, and (2) how migrant-dominant communities
sustain vitality and order. While grassroots governance innovations across China unfold under the same
institutional imperatives, Shenzhen with its advanced market economy has pioneered novel pathways to
reconstruct governance adaptability. Therefore, Shenzhen still has demonstrative its significance and value.
The study theorizes this innovation as “consensually integrated governance.” The theory of consensually
integrated governance addresses an epochal proposition of “how to manage the interplay between information,
knowledge, and power under the Party-leading frame.” There are three dimensions of theoretical perspective:
understanding the grassroots level from the dimension of an overall correlation, understanding governance
from the information flow dimension, and understanding innovation from the dimension of power relations.
It encompasses four methodologies that influence the effectiveness of grassroots governance: management,
governance, service, and administrative law enforcement, all of which must be integrated in practice.
The theory of consensually integrated governance provides a more appropriate explanation for innovative
practices in grassroots governance, which contributes to theoretically distinguishing the connotations of state
governance, government administration, social governance, and grassroots governance.

Keywords: grassroots governance; institutional innovation; society-oriented governance; dual institutional
shaping; consensually integrated governance
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