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The “Invisible Evaluation” : The Dilemma of Burden Reduction in Grassroots

Governance

Zhao Tan

Abstract: In recent years, in response to the central call for reducing grassroots burden, local governments
have gradually reduced the number of evaluation performance items for township governments. Field research
reveals that although many tasks are no longer included in formal evaluations, they have been converted into
“invisible evaluation, ” which requires township governments to implement these tasks using the same standards
and requirements as formal evaluations. The cause for this change is that the uneven implementation of burden-
reduction policies have led to the so-called “evaluation asymmetry” between county and township governments,
which has weakened their entity as a common interest group, so that county departments need to resort to the
“invisible evaluation” to compensate for this asymmetry. At the same time, as the “invisible evaluation” is
attached to the formal evaluation and is an informal extension of the latter, it is difficult for township officials to
refuse these tasks. From this perspective, one important cause for the “burden-reduction paradox” is that counties
and townships have become more fragmented during the process of implementing burden reduction, resulting in
policy distortion. This study suggests that to establish a long-term mechanism for reducing grassroots burdens, it is
important to not only promote burden reduction in a synchronized and equal-level degree between township and
county governments, but also improve the weak position of townships vis-a-vis the county-level departments, thus
fostering a more balanced county-township relationship.

Keywords: “invisible evaluation” ; grassroots burden reduction; performance evaluation; the county-township

relationship
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