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Background: Corruption perception is an important risk factor for depression. On the psychological 
level, corruption perception will cause negative emotions to individuals. On the physiological level, higher 
corruption perception may mean a more unfair social environment, which is not conducive to individuals’ 
health. However, the mechanism linking corruption perception and depression has not been fully understood.
Objective: To investigate how corruption perception affects depression, this study used trust in government and online news 
consumption as mediators to construct a multiple mediation model.
Methods: The data used in this study were derived from the 2016 wave and 2018 wave of China Family Panel Studies (CFPS). After 
eliminating samples with missing values, this study finally included 7845 samples. This study used Stata version 16.0 and 
a longitudinal research design to investigate the relationship between corruption perception and depression.
Results: The results revealed that the increase on corruption perception could aggravate depression (β = 0.037, p < 0.05). 
Meanwhile, trust in government partially mediated the effect of corruption perception on depression (indirect effect = 0.030, 
p < 0.001). Notably, online news consumption partially masked the effect of corruption perception on depression (indirect 
effect = −0.003, p < 0.01).
Conclusion: Trust in government and online news consumption may be two important mediators between corruption perception and 
depression. More attention should be paid to the relationship between corruption perception and depression, and mental health 
promotion interventions could be tailored to alleviate depression in the future.
Keywords: corruption perception, depression, trust in government, online news consumption

Introduction
One of the risk factors behind depression is corruption perception.1 In political science, as the core variable in the 
subjective evaluation method of corruption, corruption perception reflects the public’s subjective evaluation of the 
severity of corruption and the effectiveness of anti-corruption at individual level.2 Because corruption perception 
was found to be a contextual source of mental illness, the effect of corruption perception on depression is usually 
indirect.3

Generally, corruption perception can affect depression through psychological factors and physiological factors. On 
a psychological level, corruption perception is positively related to negative emotions, such as anxiety,4 anger,5 and 
disappointment.6 Moreover, the sense of injustice caused by corruption perception can lead to hostility and power-
lessness, which may eventually lead to deterioration of mental health, such as depression.7 On a physiological level, 
corruption perception is a reflection of actual corruption.8 Serious corruption may expand economic inequality, hinder the 
equalization of public services, and reduce government spending on social security such as poverty alleviation, which 
may affect individual health.9,10 Therefore, this study hypothesizes:

Hypothesis 1. Higher corruption perception will aggravate depression with an effect-size below 0.10.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2022:15 1943–1954                                   1943
© 2022 Zhang. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php and 
incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the work you 

hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

Psychology Research and Behavior Management                                   Dovepress
open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

Received: 30 April 2022
Accepted: 26 July 2022
Published: 1 August 2022

P
sy

ch
ol

og
y 

R
es

ea
rc

h 
an

d 
B

eh
av

io
r 

M
an

ag
em

en
t d

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 h

ttp
s:

//w
w

w
.d

ov
ep

re
ss

.c
om

/
F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

https://youtu.be/Mt6VqqY46s8
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6480-4268
http://www.dovepress.com/permissions.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com


Though previous studies have explored how corruption perception impacts depression indirectly, there is still 
a lack of research on the mechanism linking corruption perception with depression. Indeed, Richey found that 
corruption perception could erode social trust.11 And social trust is regarded as an important form of social capital, 
which is highly correlated with depression.12 Moreover, Van Deurzen observed that mass-media reports of corrupt 
scandals might play an intermediary role between corruption perception and depressive symptoms.3 However, this 
underlying mechanism between corruption perception and depression has been largely ignored in recent political 
psychology studies.

The point is that a study of political psychology, writ large, should have better dialogue with social capital theory and 
political communication theory. A notable example of such a study is one by Waismel-Manor et al, who drew upon 
theories in social psychology, political science and communication, and constructed a mediation model, to investigate the 
outcome of corruption perception.13 This work investigated not only corruption perception but also focused on inter-
mediary variables between corruption perception and its outcomes.

This study was designed to be an addition to the literature that examines the effects of corruption perception in several 
ways, not the least of which is to respond to the issues of combining theories from social psychology, political science 
and communication just outlined. First, unlike recent studies focused on general corruption perception in societal level,11 

this study employed measure that focused solely on corruption perception of government. Second, as opposed to studies 
that use social trust as the outcome variable of corruption perception,11 this study takes trust in government as an 
intermediary variable. In addition, as opposed to earlier work that examined the intermediary role of news consumption 
in American society,3 this study examined the news consumption in Chinese society.

Finally, and perhaps most important, the dependent variable in this study has important policy implications. 
Specifically, this study examined how corruption perception is related to depression. In sum, this study is intended to 
offer new evidence to the policymakers about the link between corruption perception and depression. Results of the study 
were based on longitudinal data collected from 7845 samples in China.

Trust in Government as a Mediator
Trust in government is critical because there is growing evidence that trust in government is negatively associated with 
corruption perception and depression.14,15 Additionally, trust in government is intertwined with social trust,16 which 
impacts how individuals accumulate social capital.17 Low social capital is a predictor of depression.18 Prior research has 
shown consistent evidence that people with high corruption perception tend to have low trust in government.19,20 

Findings from related studies have shown that trust in government has contextual effects on happiness. Based on 
micro data from the East Asia Social Survey 2012, it was found that trust in government has a positive and significant 
contextual effect on individual happiness in China.21 In line with this, other studies found that when people show high 
levels of trust in government, these people are more likely to have better subjective well-being,22 and higher life 
satisfaction.23

More importantly, trust in government was found to influence not only mental health status but also the self-rated 
health itself, which stems from social capital nurtured in trust in government. For instance, Engström et al found that trust 
in government is a type of social capital. According to the authors, those who trust their government also have more 
contextual social capital and better self-rated health.24 Therefore, this study expects that the experience of trust in 
government will alleviate depression. In doing so, this study expects that trust in government will mediate the effect of 
corruption perception on depression. Therefore, this study hypothesizes:

Hypothesis 2. Trust in government will partially mediate the relationship between corruption perception and depression 
with an effect-size below 0.10.

Online News Consumption as a Mediator
Online news consumption is defined as reading political news via the Internet. Political news is a form of political 
communication, which aims to provide information for individuals to form their own views and participate in commu-
nity, local or national affairs that affect them.25 In accordance with political communication theory, political news can be 
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divided into three basic types: political propaganda, political communication and political marketing.26 Research 
suggests that even in a non-democratic country, political news can be used to publicize anti-corruption propagandas, 
and access to controlled media keeps corruption in check to some extent.27 It is true that people with higher corruption 
perception may pay more attention searching for corruption scandals by reading political news.28 However, more 
political news consumption may bring about two opposite psychological effects, based on the political communication 
strategy of the media in a specific country.

First, political communication strategy focusing on transparent political communication may motivate media to cover 
more corruption scandals. When individuals read a large number of corruption scandals, they may have psychological 
anxiety.29 Research showed that anxiety disorders comorbid with major depression.30

Second, political communication strategy focusing on political propaganda and political marketing may lead to more 
positive media coverage of politicians. For example, a qualitative exploratory study of anti-corruption media coverage in 
Indonesia implied that when social media was used as a platform for political propaganda, people can get a higher sense 
of self-efficacy and political participation by reading political news.31 Because this study is aimed at the political news 
communication strategy in China, it is important to note that the political news reports in China are mainly positive. 
Therefore, reading political news tends to produce a better impression of government, while grapevine news can increase 
the perception of corruption.32 This also means that online news consumption in China may have a masking effect 
between corruption perception and depression. Taken together, this study hypothesizes:

Hypothesis 3. Online news consumption will have a masking effect in the relationship between corruption perception and 
depression with an effect-size below 0.05.

The Current Study
The current study aims to examine the psychological mechanisms of depression in a nationally representative Chinese 
sample. Evidence shows that since the reform and opening up in 1978, the trend of officials’ dereliction of duty and using 
public power for private interests is becoming more and more obvious. It is not only the general trend of dereliction of 
duty and corruption, but also the trend of the number of major cases, cases involving senior cadres and the amount of 
corruption.33 Accordingly, it also inevitably leads to higher level of corruption perception.34 However, research on the 
effect of corruption perception on depression is rare in China. Therefore, it is crucial to understand how corruption 
perception relates to depression in Chinese context. For the purpose of this research, two mediators were selected: trust in 
government and online news consumption. In this way, the investigation of the psychological mechanisms behind 
depression can be more nuanced.

In China, the portraits of people have depression are different. From the perspective of sociology, in addition to social 
and economic factors, sociology also focuses on the impact of individual demographic and socio-economic character-
istics (such as age, sex, income etc.) on depression.35,36 Thus, to ensure that the findings are generalizable, this study also 
included demographic and socio-economic factors as covariates in the proposed analyses. Ultimately, better under-
standing the linkages between corruption perception, trust in government, online news consumption, and depression is 
important both for theory development, as well as for efforts aimed at formulating public policies based on those 
mechanisms to promote mental health further.

Methods
Data and Sample
The data used in this research were derived from the 2016 and 2018 wave of China Family Panel Studies (CFPS, 
https://doi.org/10.18170/DVN/45LCSO) conducted by Institute of Social Science Survey of Peking University. 
CFPS covered 25 provinces/cities/autonomous regions with a target sample size of 16,000 households, and the 
respondents include all family members in the sample households, which makes CFPS data representative and 
authoritative with scientific research value. Moreover, CFPS used a multi-stage sampling method with a stratified 
and clustered probability design, which were implemented by a group of trained researchers through face-to-face 
interviews and later family visits and telephone surveys, which ensure the high quality of the data. CFPS is 
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a longitudinal survey, starting in 2010, and follow-up surveys were conducted in 2012, 2014, 2016, 2018 and 
2020. The information about the respondents’ corruption perception came from the retrospective survey conducted 
in 2016. In this survey, the respondents retrospectively reported their perception of government corruption in 
China. The information about the respondents’ trust in government, online news consumption and depression 
came from the retrospective survey conducted in 2018. This survey also provided demographic and socio- 
economic information about the respondents. Thus, the survey provided a reliable database to study the effect 
of corruption perception on depression. This study pooled the two parts of variables together and information on 
missing variables were excluded. In order to ensure the representativeness of the population, weights were 
applied. This study finally included 7845 valid samples in the present analysis.

Measures
Corruption Perception
The 5-item social perception of corruption scale was developed by Tan et al,37 which has been validated in Chinese 
context. However, these items targeted at different corrupt subjects, including individual, industry, university and 
government. As this study focused on government corruption, only one item was chosen, in which the corrupt subject 
was government. Moreover, previous studies suggested that corruption perception of government can be assessed, as 
most people have experiences to interact with government at the grass-roots level.38,39 In CFPS2016, the respondents 
were asked about their corruption perception, namely, “How serious do you think the problem of government corruption 
is in China?” The answers ranged from 1 (not serious at all) to 10 (very serious). Corruption perception was normally 
distributed with both skewness and kurtosis equal to 0.

Trust in Government
Measure of trust in government was adapted from the question used in the World Values Survey,40 which assessed trust in 
general rather than trust in specific group of people. As this study aimed to assess trust in government, which was 
underpinned by systems of accountability,41 thus, it was different from general trust. Based on previous experiences, 
government officials are the bearer of government trust.42 Besides, people’s trust in grass-roots government officials is 
different from the trust in central government officials.43,44 Therefore, this study used measure to assess trust in grass- 
roots government officials to represent trust in government. In CFPS2018, the respondents were asked about their trust in 
grass-roots government officials, namely, “How would you rate your trust in government officials of the county/county- 
level city/district government?” The answers ranged from 0 (very low) to 10 (very high). Trust in government was 
normally distributed with both skewness and kurtosis equal to 0.

Online News Consumption
The frequency of online news consumption could be used as an indicator to predict the impact of online media on 
people’s attitude towards government.45,46 There are many different types of news. Paying attention to political news can 
better reflect personal political interest.47 In addition, political news is more related to government performance.47 

Therefore, the frequency of online political news consumption is more relevant to this study. In CFPS2018, the 
respondents were asked about the frequency they read online political news, namely, “How many days in the past 
week have you read online political news?” The answers ranged from 0 (not a day) to 7 (every day). Online news 
consumption was normally distributed with both skewness and kurtosis equal to 0.

Depression
The Chinese version of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) was used to assess an individual’s 
depression level.48,49 The scale is composed of 8 items. Specifically, the items include: “How often do you feel depressed?” 
“How often do you feel it is hard to do anything?” “How often do you feel it is hard to sleep?” “How often do you feel 
unpleasant?” “How often do you feel lonely?” “How often do you feel unhappy?” “How often do you feel sad?” “How often 
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do you feel life can’t go on?” The answers ranged from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost every day). In this study, Cronbach’s α 
was 0.76. Depression was normally distributed with both skewness and kurtosis equal to 0.

Control Variables
In order to assure the robustness of the results, this study also included some demographic and socio-economic characteristics 
as control variables based on previous literature,50,51 including sex (0 = female, 1 = male), age (continuous variable), marital 
status (0 = not in a marriage, 1 = in a marriage), education (1 = below junior high school, 2 = above junior high school, and 
below undergraduate, 3 = above undergraduate), area of residence registration (0 = rural, 1 = urban) and subjective income 
level (1 = very low, 2 = relatively low, 3 = fair, 4 = relatively high, 5 = very high).

Statistical Analysis
The data were analyzed using Stata version 16.0 (Stata Corp; College Station, TX, USA). The internal consistency of the 
scales was evaluated using Cronbach’s α coefficients. The analytic approach was conducted in four stages. First, this 
study used frequencies, mean, and standard deviations to describe the sample characteristics. Second, this study also 
tested bivariate correlations between the variables of interest by performing Pearson’s correlation analysis to explore the 
relationship between variables of interest. Third, this study conducted multivariate regression analyses to examine the 
effect of corruption perception on depression. Fourth, the mediation analyses were conducted based on bootstrap 
method.52 A bootstrap estimation with 5000 bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) was employed to 
test the indirect effect. If the range of the 95% CI did not contain zero for a specific effect, it implied that the mediating 
effect was significant. P-values less than 0.05 was considered to be statistically significant.

Before conducting the empirical analyses, a power analysis was implemented using Stata. A Monte Carlo Simulation 
with a size of 7000 gave a power of 0.99. Also, as the simulation size was increased beyond 7000, there was only a small 
amount of additional power achieved. Since most sample-size studies required a power above 0.80, simulation sizes from 
7000 to 10,000 should be ample. In this study, the sample size was 7845. Therefore, this study with a large sample had 
higher power more than 0.80. It was highly likely that an empirical test would detect an effect of certain size if there 
was one.

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics of the samples. The total participants contained 3840 females and 4005 males. 
The majority of participants (6295; 80.24%) aged between 25 and 45 years old. A total of 5881 (74.96%) of them were in 
a marriage. More than half of participants’ (5470; 69.73%) education level was above junior high school, and below 
undergraduate. In addition, 5592 (71.28%) participants had residence registration in rural areas. A total of 4260 (54.30%) 
participants rated their subjective income level as fair. Notably, most participants (6800; 86.68%) had relatively high 
corruption perception with score more than 5. At the same time, most participants (5074; 64.68%) had relatively high 
trust in government with score more than 5, too. Meanwhile, more than half of participants (4703; 59.95%) had relatively 
high frequency reading online political news with score more than 3. In addition, the majority participants (5892; 
75.11%) had relatively mild depressive symptoms with score less than 16.

Correlation Analysis
The correlation matrix for examining the association among key variables is presented in Table 2. First, corruption 
perception was positively correlated with depression, which provided initial support for Hypothesis 1. Second, trust in 
government was negatively correlated with corruption perception, and negatively correlated with depression, which 
provided initial support for Hypothesis 2. Third, online news consumption was positively correlated with corruption 
perception, and negatively correlated with depression, which provided initial support for Hypothesis 3.
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Multivariate Regression Analysis
This study used multivariate regression analysis, which was based on OLS model as depression was a discrete ordinal 
variable,53 to investigate the association between corruption perception and depression, as shown in Table 3. Corruption 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics of All Variables (N = 7845)

Characteristics N % Mean Standard Deviation

Corruption perception 6.91 2.48
Score (< 5) 1045 13.32

Score (5 +) 6800 86.68

Trust in government 4.70 2.46
Score (< 5) 2771 35.32

Score (5 +) 5074 64.68

Online news consumption 3.84 2.87
Score (< 3) 3142 40.05

Score (3 +) 4703 59.95
Depression 13.32 3.54

Score (< 16) 5892 75.11

Score (16 +) 1953 24.89
Sex
Female 3840 48.95

Male 4005 51.05
Age 32.68 8.03

Below 25 1219 15.54

25 to 45 6295 80.24
45 to 65 293 3.73

65 and over 38 0.49

Marital status
Not in a marriage 1964 25.04

In a marriage 5881 74.96

Education 1.97 0.55
Below junior high school 1312 16.72

Above junior high school, and below undergraduate 5470 69.73

Above undergraduate 1063 13.55
Area of residence registration
Rural 5592 71.28

Urban 2253 28.72
Subjective income level 2.83 0.92

Very low 724 9.23

Relatively low 1538 19.60
Fair 4260 54.30

Relatively high 974 12.42

Very high 349 4.45

Table 2 Correlations Between Key Variables (N = 7845)

Variables Corruption Perception Trust in Government Online News Consumption Depression

Corruption perception 1.000

Trust in government −0.191*** (0.000) 1.000

Online news consumption 0.085*** (0.000) 0.048*** (0.000) 1.000
Depression 0.046* (0.019) −0.140*** (0.000) −0.068*** (0.000) 1.000

Notes: t values in parentheses. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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perception significantly aggravated depression (β = 0.065, p < 0.001), which supported Hypothesis 1. Moreover, being 
female/older/not in a marriage, receiving less education, having residence registered in rural areas, and having lower 
subjective income level were significant risk factors in aggravating depression.

Mediating Effect Analysis
This study used seemingly unrelated (SUR) model to systematically investigate the relationships between variables.54 

The SUR model regards multiple equations as one equation, and uses the generalized least square (GLS) method to 
estimate the parameters of the model. Because GLS estimation uses the information of the whole model, it is better than 
ordinary least-squares (OLS) estimation obtained from each equation in turn. Figure 1 presents the regression coefficients 
for variables. The direct effect of corruption perception on depression was 0.037 (p < 0.5). As this study already had all 
the coefficients to compute the indirect effect, this study then used the nlcom (nonlinear combination) command three 
times: twice to compute the two specific indirect effects for trust in government and online news consumption, and once 
to compute the total indirect effect.

This study used bootstrap method to conduct mediation effect analysis,55 and 5000 iterations were used to estimate 
the mediating effect of trust in government and online news consumption with 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Table 4 
presents the indirect effects. The indirect effect via trust in government was positive (effect = 0.030, 95% CI [0.022, 
0.037]). However, the indirect effect via online news consumption was negative (effect = −0.003, 95% CI [−0.006, 
−0.001]). Meanwhile, the total indirect effect was positive (effect = 0.026, 95% CI [0.018, 0.034]). Notably, the portion 
of total effect that was mediated was quite large (41.27%). In sum, the results supported Hypothesis 2, 3: trust in 
government was a partial mediator between corruption perception, while online news consumption had a masking effect 
between corruption perception and depression.

Table 3 Associations of Corruption Perception and Depression (N = 7845)

Variables β Coefficients t values p values

Corruption perception 0.065*** 4.10 0.000
Sex −0.419*** −5.28 0.000

Age 0.024*** 4.09 0.000

Marital status −0.526*** −5.05 0.000
Education −0.533*** −6.68 0.000

Area of residence registration −0.266** −2.81 0.005

Subjective income level −0.553*** −12.87 0.000

Note: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 1 Multiple mediation model with path coefficients. 
Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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Discussion
Using a longitudinal research design, this study found that corruption perception could aggravate depression. Specifically, 
this study observed the effect of corruption perception on depression was partially mediated by trust in government. 
Moreover, online news consumption had a masking effect on the relationship between corruption perception and 
depression. With regard to the contribution to psychological research, this study has identified a unique psychological 
mechanism (ie, corruption perception, trust in government, and online news consumption) to explain the effect of 
corruption perception on depression. This psychological mechanism is rooted in social capital theory and political 
communication theory.17,26 By combining theories from social psychology, political science and communication, this 
study extended the literature that examines the effects of political stressors on mental health.56–59

In this study, corruption perception was found to have a negative effect on mental health. The findings here are in line 
with the earlier results of Sharma et al, who also utilized both cross-sectional data and longitudinal data to investigate the 
impact of corruption perception on mental health in Vietnam.1 This may be due to the concept of “political stressor”, 
with individuals experienced high levels of stress when perceiving more corruption.4,5 A study using nationally 
representative surveys suggests that more than one-fifth respondents reported depressive symptoms due to political 
stress, and almost 11% respondents expressed that political stress hurt their physical health to some degree.60 As 
a developing country with immature legal system, corruption in China continues despite repeated prohibitions.33 The 
results showed that people’s perception of corruption in China is detrimental for their mental health. Therefore, 
corruption perception is an important risk factor for depression and further interventions should be tailored for mental 
health promotion.

Next, the results contribute a new finding that trust in government partially mediated the positive relationship between 
corruption perception and depression. Previous empirical studies have documented a negative association between 
corruption perception and trust in government.19,20 Additionally, previous studies have shown that high levels of trust 
in government negatively predict depressive symptoms.21–23 In line with prior findings, the current study indicated that 
individuals’ corruption perception, trust in government, and depression were significantly intercorrelated.24 The findings 
provide further evidence of trust in government as effective mediating factor that can transmit the effect of corruption 
perception on depression. The theorized mechanism behind this association is that individuals with higher levels of 
corruption perception are more likely distrust government, which in turn induce more distrust behaviors towards public 
institutions. The decrease of institutional trust is not conducive for accumulating social capital.16,17 Consistent with social 
capital theory, loss of social capital forms a pathway to explain the adverse health outcomes.61

In addition to a mediating role, analyses revealed the masking role of online news consumption in the association 
between corruption perception and depression, such that online news consumption weakened the psychological negative 
impact of corruption perception. Theoretically, the political communication theory suggests that positive media coverage 
acts as a buffer to reduce the adverse impact of political stress on mental health.31 Consistent with this theory, the 
findings affirmed that in Chinese context, political news mainly focused on positive reports, such as promoting anti- 
corruption actions and shaping the image of a transparent government.32

There may be many reasons why online political news consumption can reduce the negative psychological effects of 
corruption perception: First, people who pay attention to online political news may have more understanding of the 
operation of the bureaucratic system. Therefore, they can look at corruption more dialectically, understand that the 

Table 4 Analysis of the Mediating Effect of Trust in Government and Online News Consumption in the Influence of 
Corruption Perception on Depression (N = 7845)

Observed Coefficient Bootstrap Standard Error LLCI ULCI

Indirect effect via trust in government 0.030*** 0.004 0.022 0.037

Indirect effect via online news consumption −0.003** 0.001 −0.006 −0.001

Total indirect effect 0.026*** 0.004 0.018 0.034

Note: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: LLCI, lower level for confidence interval; ULCI, upper level for confidence interval.
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governance of corruption is a gradual process, and can look at the improvement of corruption from a development 
perspective;62 Second, people who read more online political news may also pay attention to other aspects of news, such 
as entertainment, literature and art, which shows that they have a wide range of interests, which can promote mental 
health to some extent; Third, reading online political news itself is also a recreational process. Maybe people do not care 
about the content of political news, but more about the entertainment lace of politicians. Recreational gossip itself can 
also alleviate the aggravation of depression caused by corruption perception.63

In China, people’s cognition of corruption is a gradual process. Reading more political news itself can also improve 
people’s political literacy, so that people may no longer have a strong sense of disappointment in society when they hear 
about corruption events and perceive corruption but can gradually cultivate their psychological resilience to corruption 
and reduce the negative psychological impact of corruption perception. This is the first study to date that reveal the 
masking effect of online news consumption between corruption perception and depression, and these findings should be 
further explored by future researchers.

The present findings have practical implications for the government for understanding the psychological mechan-
ism behind depression, such that the government may more effectively be able to promote mental health by 
formulating corresponding public policies to decrease corruption perception, increase people’s trust in government, 
and pay attention to the influence of media consumption habits on people’s mental health. Work in public health has 
acknowledged that corruption perception is an important risk factor for depression.64 Thus, by combining theories 
from social psychology, political science and communication, this study provides a positive and exciting answer, that 
is, the path from corruption perception to depression can be influenced by trust in government and online news 
consumption.

Limitations and Future Directions
The present study has several limitations. Firstly, this study employed self-report instruments, which are subject to biases 
including recalling inaccuracy and social desirability. Second, the sample used here was confined to the Chinese cultural 
context, so the findings may not readily apply to other cultural settings. Third, although this study used longitudinal 
design, without experimental manipulation, the study was further prevented from drawing conclusions about causal 
relationships that may exist between corruption perception and depression. Last but not least, as this being a self-selected 
sample: the people who already agree with the news may be more likely to watch them, and to already trust the 
government. For these people, they may also have more privilege or other buffers that could account for the masking 
effect of online news consumption between corruption perception and depression. For example, these people may be 
middle-class, with mobile devices and enough leisure time to pay attention to online political news. As a results, these 
people may be different from the low-income groups without electronic equipment and engaged in busy physical labor. 
Therefore, further study needs to pay attention to the limitation of self-selected sample. When generalizing the 
conclusions of this study, it is necessary to conduct further qualitative localization research in combination with the 
characteristics of the target population.

In spite of the above limitations, however, the present study contributes increased understanding about how 
corruption perception relates to depression. The findings may stimulate additional research on the association between 
political stressors and depression, and future theoretical studies on the underlying psychological mechanisms.

Conclusions
This study was the first to examine how corruption perception relates to depression by building a multiple mediation 
model in the context of Chinese society. People who have higher corruption perception are more likely to have depressive 
symptoms. Notably, this relationship is partially mediated by trust in government and masked by online news consump-
tion. These findings have important implications for government to formulate public policies aiming at alleviating 
depression. As the COVID-19 pandemic in China has made the public pay more attention to government corruption 
(large-scale nucleic acid testing costs are reimbursed by the medical insurance, but the public has doubts about the 
transparency of reimbursement standards and processes). Therefore, government should pay more attention to whether 
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people’s perception of corruption has increased and its impact on their mental health, so as to take timely tailored 
intervention measures.

Data Sharing Statement
All the datasets can be accessed at the Peking University Open Research Data after being authorized.

Disclosure
The author reports no conflicts of interest in this work.
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