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Chapter 4 Situational Compliance 

Legitimacy: Theory and Empirical Evidence 
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4.1 Introduction 

The present chapter seeks to look at how the legitimacy of law is related to 

compliance with it. It presents a view on compliance that moves beyond 

the amoral calculation discussed in Chapter 3. It uses the term legitimacy to 

summarize a broad series of studies that emphasize that compliance results 

because people agree with the law, because they think most people obey 

the law, because they believe that complying with the law is important, or 

because they think that the law itself has been made or is enforced in a 

procedurally fair manner. The legitimacy of law for our study of compliance 

consists of four elements. Our concept of the four types of legitimacy was 

largely inspired by Benjamin Van Rooij.57 The first one is descriptive social 

norms which assume that regulated actors are motivated by what most 

similar other people do (social legitimacy); the second is morals that 

analyze compliance by looking at the regulated actor’s intrinsic moral 

judgment (moral legitimacy); the third is the general duty to obey that 

assumes actors’ compliance behavior is shaped by their belief in the 

legitimacy of the state power to impose regulations (systematic legitimacy); 

the fourth is procedural justice that understands compliance through the 

regulated actors’ discernment of the enforcing officers’ honesty, the 

enforcement authorities’ procedural fairness and the overall assessment of 

the enforcement agencies (procedural legitimacy). The term legitimacy is 

thus used in a very specific manner to capture the diverse strands of 

compliance literature that stress elements other than amoral calculation or 

capacity (see next chapter). It is not used to portray a broader philosophical 

or political science concept, and that relevant literature is not used here. 

The chapter starts by explaining the theoretical framework of 

legitimacy as well as its four elements. Based on the framework, open 

interviewing questions concerning legitimacy were formulated, and 119 

                                                           
57

 The concepts about the four types of legitimacy refer to Benjamin van Rooij’s ideas that 
were inspired by Yunmei Wu. His work has already been published (for more details, please 
see Liu, Ben (Van Rooij, Benjamin). "Hegui: Cong falü he shehuixue jiaodu de jiedu 
(Compliance: An interpretation from the legal and social studies perspective)." In Hegui, 
Quanqiu Gongsi Fanzhan Xin Qushi (Compliance, The New Development Trend of Global 
Companies), edited by He Jiang and Zhile Wang, 90-101. Beijing: Zhongguo Jingji Chubanshe 
(China Economic Publishing House), 2012). 
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vegetable farmers were selected and interviewed (for the specific sampling 

method, see Section 2.3.1 Case Selection). In order to study the vegetable 

farmers’ perceived four elements of legitimacy as well as analyze their 

associations with compliance, a particular dialogue was designed. It 

features an informative function and flows in a certain natural order of 

asking respondents (see Part C in the Appendix). Note that all the 

qualitative and quantitative analyses are restricted to basic descriptive ones 

among the 119 vegetable farmers. No statistical inference beyond the 

sample is pursued here.  

Based on the systematic data collected from the 119 vegetable farmers 

and the specific measurement for legitimacy, we concluded that in general, 

there was a situational compliance legitimacy. It was manifested in two 

ways: first, when the vegetable farmers’ perceived or indicated descriptive 

social norms of compliance or morals being positively related to their 

self-reported compliance behavior was a situational issue, in other words, 

vegetable farmers only reported compliance in the context where they 

focused on either of the two elements; there seemed to be no obvious 

association between their indicated general duty to obey or procedural 

justice and their reported compliance behavior. Second, the vegetable 

farmers’ perceived or indicated descriptive social norms of compliance, 

morals, and general duty to obey were also situational and circumstantial, 

except procedural justice. The three elements of legitimacy were shown to 

be rather contextual and highly varied among different vegetable farmers in 

different settings. These variations might be explained by variables like the 

type of vegetable farmer, the geographic location, what kind of vegetables 

they plant, their educational level and the pesticide training and knowledge 

they received, the local economic development, and their personal 

experience or other relevant experiences.  

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. It first 

operationalizes legitimacy into four elements by examining the existing 

literature. Second, descriptive social norms of the vegetable farmers’ 

pesticide compliance are analyzed and discussed. This includes their 

indicated moral and its association with their self-reported compliance. 

Third, it analyzes pesticide compliance by looking at the vegetable farmers’ 

normative general duty to obey and procedural justice. Fourth, some 

possible enforcing strategies are presented for pesticide regulatory 
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enforcement in the Chinese context, as well as some theoretical 

implications for studying compliance legitimacy in a non-Western context.  

4.2 Towards Legitimacy 

Throughout the existing literature, there is a diverse and rich body of 

compliance scholarship that does not see compliance as a result of an 

amoral cost-benefit calculation or capacity (for the latter, see the next 

chapter) but instead sees it as the result of moral and social and even 

political factors. This study brings this literature together under the name 

of legitimacy of law with four dimensions: moral legitimacy (morals), social 

legitimacy (descriptive social norms), systematic legitimacy (general duty 

to obey the law), and procedural legitimacy (procedural justice).  

Kagan and Scholz (1984) depicted the regulated actor under the 

paradigm of “political citizen” who complies because of a belief in the rule 

of law or long-term interest. Other scholars focussed on just some aspects 

of legitimacy. Psychologist Tyler (1990), for instance, mainly concentrates 

on personal moral legitimacy and procedural legitimacy of the authority. 

The former indicates that people obey the law because they feel it is just. 

The latter suggests that people obey the law because they feel that the 

authority enforcing the law has the right to dictate their behavior. In other 

words, “the way people behave is typically a reflection of their opinions 

about: 1) what is right and wrong and 2) their obligations to law and legal 

authorities” (Tyler, 1997: P223).  

In contrast to Tyler, some scholars broadly discussed compliance 

motivations. Scholz and Pinney (1995) argued that citizens’ beliefs about 

their duty to obey the law provide not only a direct motivation to comply, 

but also influence compliance through cognitive processes that bias 

self-interested beliefs about tax compliance. They measured tax duty using 

five standard questions which largely refer to personal morality. 58 

Suchman (1997) looked beyond the rational choice theory of compliance 

                                                           
58

 Two questions ask how guilty the respondent would feel for failing to report $500 or $5000, 
respectively, two questions ask how the respondent would feel about carelessly but 
unknowingly failing to report the same amounts, and one asks what moral obligation the 
respondent feels about paying all taxes ( Scholz and Pinney, 1995, p502). 
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and analyzed compliance by looking at two other perspectives. The first is 

the normative theory that posits that actors’ responses to the law reflect the 

internalization of social norms and moral principles, and the second is the 

cognitive or constitutive theory that holds that actors make compliance 

decisions on the basis of taken-for-granted roles and scripts. It is mostly an 

unconsciousness-obedience process. In a study of Malaysian fishermen, 

Kuperan and Sutinen (1998) argued that people tend to obey a law made 

and implemented by authorities perceived to be legitimate. They framed 

compliance legitimacy as two aspects. One is the individual’s moral 

development and standards of personal morality and perceptions of how 

just and moral the rules being enforced are (using the psychological 

cognitive theory linking socialization processes with compliance behavior). 

The other involves the social environmental influences, including peers’ 

opinions (using social learning theory). In a similar study of fishermen’s 

compliance with quota restrictions in the UK, the influences of moral 

obligation, peer attitudes and perceptions of regulations and regulatory 

legitimacy were examined (Hatcher et al., 2000). Sutinen and Kuperan 

(1999) further developed a model accounting for tangible and intangible 

motivations influencing an individual’s decisions about whether to comply 

with a given set of regulations. Specifically, the model accounts for moral 

obligation and social influence in addition to the conventional costs and 

revenues associated with illegal behavior. The model was empirically tested 

by examining compliance motivation in the regulatory context of fishery 

management in Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines (Kuperan et al., 

1997). They found that morals, legitimacy and the behavior of others are 

important determinants of compliance in addition to self-interest. Nielsen 

and Parker (2012, Parker & Nielsen, 2012b) distinguished social and 

normative motives and emphasized that the former originate from social 

pressure and the latter from internalized beliefs. They assigned them to 

different categories. Social motives were operationalized by social approval 

or acceptance, reputation, or other social desires. The theorizing of 

normative motives was operationalized into two separate dimensions. One 

relates to the actors’ personal sense of substantive justice, which is their 

substantive agreement with the goals of the specific law, and represents a 

form of moral legitimacy. The other refers to a more general internalized 

belief or trust in the legitimacy of the law and authorities, that is, people 
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see the law and its enforcement as procedurally just, and thus a form of 

procedural legitimacy. In general, Parker and Nielsen (2012b) largely looked 

at social influences, the moral legitimacy of the rules, and the procedural 

legitimacy of the enforcement authorities. Vandenbergh (2003) broadly 

discussed the legitimacy elements. He set forth a typology of the most 

influential norms added to the standard deterrence model, which can be 

categorized into two aspects: internal norms that refer to the moral 

commitment to comply with the law; external norms that refer to social 

control when violation may trigger external social sanctions. Specifically, he 

proposed a conceptual framework of eight norms that account for 

corporate environmental compliance. 59  Specifically, the norm of law 

compliance is closely related to systematic legitimacy, as it “is a distinct 

norm that creates a sense of obligation in some situations without regard to 

the influence of the other substantive or procedure norms” (Vandenbergh, 

2003: P81). The norm of fair process is closely related to procedural 

legitimacy, as it “relates to the procedures that govern the interactions 

between the agencies and the regulated party” (P103). The norm of 

conformity is closely related to descriptive legitimacy, as “an individual 

should act as others do” (P112). 

To sum up, the legitimacy compliance model and its component 

elements can be framed differently, but generally include personal morals, 

social influences, general duty to obey, and procedural justice of the 

enforcement authorities. This chapter seeks to integrate recent perspectives 

on legitimacy accounting for regulatory compliance and adapt them to the 

Chinese pesticide regulatory context. Accordingly, it mainly focuses on four 

elements: descriptive social norms (social legitimacy), morals (moral 

legitimacy), general duty to obey (systematic legitimacy), and procedural 

justice (procedural legitimacy). Descriptive social norms of compliance 

refer to the influence of most similar other people on the regulated actors’ 

compliance behavior, which is largely rooted in societal interference. 

Morals in terms of compliance indicate the individual’s personal intrinsic 

beliefs about right and wrong in response to violation behaviors. Moral 

                                                           
59

 The eight norms are norms of law compliance, human health protection, environmental 
protection, autonomy, fair process, good faith, reciprocity and conformity. 
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beliefs are related to but distinct from the legitimacy of the legal rules and 

rule enforcers (Paternoster & Simpson, 1993). The general duty to obey and 

procedural justice mostly concern systematic legitimacy and procedural 

legitimacy. They derive separately from the individual’s consideration of 

legitimacy of the legal system and their view of the justness and fairness of 

the authorities when making or enforcing the law. 

4.3 Understanding Descriptive Social Norms of Compliance 

4.3.1 Descriptive Social Norms of Compliance in Theory 

This section looks at the existing literature on descriptive social norms of 

compliance. Human behavior is shaped and influenced by the regulated 

actors’ social norms. Deutsch and Gerard (1955) primarily distinguished 

different kinds of social influences; the one to accept information obtained 

from another as evidence about reality was termed “informational social 

influence”. The term “another” refers to “another person” or a “group” or 

“oneself”. This distinction is also made in Cialdini et al.’s (1991) study of the 

role of norms in human behavior. They call what is typically done by others 

“descriptive norms”. These “descriptive norms” motivate people by 

providing evidence as to what will likely be effective and adaptive action: “If 

everyone is doing it, it must be a sensible thing to do” (Cialdini et al., 1990; 

Cialdini, 2001). Cialdini and Trost (1998) defined it as these norms 

emerging out of interaction with others and being derived from what other 

people do in any given situation. 

Some scholars have made efforts to explore the influence that 

descriptive social norms have on subsequent compliance behaviors (e.g., 

Casey & Scholz, 1991; Cialdini, 2007; Tyran, 2002; Scholz & Lubell, 1998; 

Christensen, et al., 2004, etc.). Cialdini (2007) argued that descriptive social 

norms which involve perceptions of what others actually do influence 

compliance decisions powerfully. In Tyran’s (2002) study of the effects of 

mild and severe legal sanctions in the provision of public goods, they found 

that people tend to obey the law if they expect many others to do so even 

though the law is backed by mild sanctions rather than severe ones. Scholz 

and Lubell (1998) argued that taxpayers’ compliance is greater when larger 

percentages of other taxpayers are believed to pay what they owe.  
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Accordingly, this section uses the theory of descriptive social norms 

and focuses on how vegetable farmers perceive the descriptive social norms 

of pesticide compliance, and particularly looks at the variations in their 

perceptions. It analyzes how such perceptions affect their compliance 

behavior. Here the descriptive social norms of compliance are the extent to 

which most similar other people are perceived as complying. This study 

measures how vegetable farmers perceive the compliance behavior of other 

people doing similar work. Thus, people who also plant vegetables and 

whom they know best.  

Based on these considerations, the vegetable farmers were asked 

whether most similar others do the same as they do in terms of the three 

specific compliance behaviors.60 The question follows naturally from the 

respondents’ indication of their own compliance performance regarding the 

three specific pesticide behaviors. The detailed interview questions and the 

coding method are included in the Appendix (see Parts B, C and D in the 

Appendix). 

The remainder of the section is devoted to analyzing the vegetable 

farmers’ perceived descriptive social norms of compliance as well as the 

variations in their perceptions and how these perceptions influence their 

compliance behavior.  

4.3.2 Vegetable Farmers’ Perceived Descriptive Social Norms of 

Compliance 

The present section analyzes how descriptive social norms are constructed 

in the Chinese pesticide regulatory context. Based on interviews with 119 

selected vegetable farmers, as shown in Table 4.1, their descriptive social 

norms of different forms of pesticide compliance are presented.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
60

 Notice that in this study, vegetable farmers were asked to compare what they do with what 
most similar others do, and thus the three types of vegetable farmers were asked, “Do most 
similar other vegetable farmers do the same as you do?”. 
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Table 4.1 Vegetable farmers’ perceived descriptive social norms of compliance 
Descriptive social norms of 
compliance 

Pesticide behaviors  
Use of types of 
pesticides 

Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Time 
interval 

Positive No. 101 
84.9 

45 
37.8 

45 
37.8 % 

Negative No. 18 
15.1 

74 
62.2 

74 
62.2 % 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

The vegetable farmers’ perceived descriptive social norms of 

compliance vary for different pesticide behaviors. In terms of the use of 

types of pesticides, the majority (84.9 percent) indicated positive 

descriptive social norms of compliance. In other words, they believed that 

most relevant others use legal types of pesticides. As explained by some of 

them:  

… Yes. Usually most vegetable farmers use low-toxic pesticides. There are 
specialized vegetable pesticides for vegetable planting. Basically these 
vegetable pesticides are low-toxic ones… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.13)  

… Yes. Now people seldom use these highly toxic pesticides with high 
residues. The present pesticides are all low-toxic ones… (Quotes from case 
N.L1)  

In contrast, 18 vegetable farmers (15.1 percent) indicated that most 

other vegetable farmers similar to them use illegal types of pesticides. As 

one typical quote explains below:  

… I think most of us use carbofuran (呋喃丹，a type of illegal pesticide). It 

is mainly for killing ground insects. It only requires a very low dosage each 
time… (Quotes from case D.S.NO.3)  

Regarding both the disposal of pesticide containers and time interval, 

only 37.8 percent (n=45) and 37.8 percent (n=45) of vegetable farmers, 

respectively, indicated positive descriptive social norms of compliance. As 

some of them explained:  

… Almost all farmers living in local areas are doing the same. We normally 
do not dispose of pesticide containers everywhere. If that is not the case, 
you can see them for certain. But you cannot see them, right? … (Quotes 
from case N.L.NO.4)  

… Sure. Most of us pay attention to the time interval. We live on growing 
vegetables. We need to plant safe vegetables. Otherwise you have to take 
responsibility… (Quotes from case D.L.NO.6)  
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Nevertheless, the majority of them indicated negative descriptive 

social norms in relation to compliance (62.2 and 62.2 percent, respectively). 

Consider the examples below:  

… Yes. Most vegetable farmers dispose of them in the field when spraying. 
They are useless. Nobody wants to recycle these containers… (Quotes from 
case N.R.NO.4)  

… It is quite normal. Nobody cares. Unlike in cities where everything is 
enforced by rules, here we usually dispose of containers wherever we fill the 
pesticide sprayer with water… (Quotes from case N.R.NO.10)  

… Sure. As a specialized vegetable farmer you know it is necessary to spray 
pesticides very often. Otherwise it would be too late when you detect 
insects… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.15)  

First, we found that there are differences in the perceptions of 

descriptive social norms of compliance among the three pesticide behaviors 

studied. In general, a majority of the vegetable farmers indicated positive 

descriptive social norms of compliance with the rules on the use of types of 

pesticides, and comparatively fewer for container disposal and time interval 

rules. As discussed in Chapter 3 regarding objective deterrence, the 

enforcement agencies often enforce in order of priority. More efforts were 

made to enforce rules on the use of types of pesticides than on the disposal 

of pesticide containers and time interval. The situation might influence the 

farmers’ perception of what most similar others do, and thus they perceived 

more positive descriptive social norms of compliance with rules on the use 

of types. 

Second, we found that there are differences in the vegetable farmers’ 

perceived descriptive social norms of compliance for the three pesticide 

behaviors studied. Some farmers indicated positive descriptive social norms 

of compliance while others indicated negative ones. Three types of 

vegetable farmers were interviewed in the project, so it would be helpful to 

look first at the variations for each behavior amongst different types of 

vegetable farmers (see Table 4.2).  
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Table 4.2 Farmers’ perceived descriptive social norms of compliance by different 
types of farmers 
Descriptive social 
norms of compliance 

Pesticide behaviors  
Use of types of 
pesticides 

Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Time interval 

Ind. SCA MLC  Ind. SCA MLC Ind. SCA MLC 
Positive No. 53 

75.7 
41 
97.6 

7 
100.0 

26 
37.1 

12 
28.6 

7 
100.0 

28 
40.0 

10 
23.8 

7 
100.0 % 

Negative No. 17 
24.3 

1 
2.4 

0 
0.0 

44 
62.9 

30 
71.4 

0 
0.0 

42 
60.0 

32 
76.2 

0 
0.0 % 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Abbreviations: see Table 
3.3. Total number of individual farmers = 70; total number of SCA farmers = 42; total number of 
MLC farmers = 7. 

As shown in Table 4.2, all the MLC farmers indicated that other similar 

MLC vegetable farmers seldom use highly toxic pesticides with high 

residues; they all use low-toxic ones. Moreover, 75.7 percent of individual 

vegetable farmers and the vast majority (97.6 percent) of SCA vegetable 

farmers indicated positive descriptive social norms of compliance. These 

individual vegetable farmers believed that most similar other vegetable 

farmers sprayed legal and low-toxic pesticides. SCA vegetable farmers are 

organized by cooperatives or associations which normally provide them 

with the means of production including pesticides. The pesticides they use 

are very similar. As one of them explained:  

… Yes. Most other cooperative vegetable farmers use similar pesticides as we 
usually purchase pesticides from the cooperatives. We seldom go to the 
local pesticide stores unless we cannot buy the specific pesticides we want 
from the cooperatives… (Quotes from case N.R.NO.10)  

A considerable number of individual vegetable farmers (24.3 percent) 

indicated negative descriptive social norms of compliance, the majority of 

which (64.7 percent) lived in the three villages (villages D.S, D.T and D.L) 

of D county where people normally plant small-scale vegetable fields. These 

vegetable farmers are almost elderly and have planted vegetables for years. 

They are accustomed to using some illegal types of pesticides (e.g. 

Carbofuran, 呋喃丹) and believe that most other vegetable farmers similar 

to them also spray illegal types.  

In terms of the disposal of pesticide containers, all the MLC vegetable 

farmers indicated that most other similar vegetable farmers dispose of 

pesticide containers appropriately. As one of them explained:  
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… I think other larger vegetable farmers like us do not throw pesticide 
containers away anywhere. But most individual vegetable farmers do litter... 
(Quotes from case N.L3)  

In contrast, a minority of individual and SCA vegetable farmers 

indicated that most similar others dispose of pesticide containers legally 

(37.1 and 28.6 percent, respectively). Among the 26 individual vegetable 

farmers who indicated a positive descriptive social norm of compliance, 21 

were from the villages of N county in the suburb. The main reason might be 

that the local government in N county financially supports constructing 

many waste storage pools in local rural areas in the suburb, which is 

convenient for nearby vegetable farmers to dispose of pesticide containers. 

There are far fewer such pools in D county. Vegetable farmers there tend to 

dispose of pesticide containers anywhere as they have done for years. The 

majority of SCA vegetable farmers (71.4 percent) indicated negative 

descriptive social norms of compliance in terms of disposal. They either live 

in remote rural areas in N county or in C county where there is less 

development and fewer waste storage pools.  

In terms of the time interval, all the MLC vegetable farmers indicated 

positive descriptive social norms of compliance. A minority of individual 

and SCA vegetable farmers indicated that most similar others deal with the 

time interval legally (40.0 and 23.8 percent, respectively). For individual 

vegetable farmers, the majority of them (60 percent) who live in all the 

other villages except D village of C County indicated a negative attitude to 

the descriptive social norms of compliance. Consider the following quotes: 

 … Sure, we farmers who specialized in vegetable planting usually spray 
pesticides every three or four days, especially when the pest infestation is 
very severe in summer. Otherwise it would be too late to control the pest… 
(Quotes from case N.L. NO.5)  

… I usually pick vegetables three or four days after pesticide spraying. I 
think most vegetable farmers who plant vegetables for years usually deal 
with the time interval as I do… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.15)  

Interestingly, all seven vegetable farmers in D village of C County 

indicated the opposite. They all agreed that most similar other vegetable 

farmers deal with the time interval appropriately. The main reason might 

be that they all plant radishes in high-altitude areas. The temperature is 

comparatively low throughout the year, which is not conducive to pest 

reproduction. During their growth period, radishes need much less 
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pesticide than other vegetables. Consequently, it is much easier for 

vegetable farmers there to control the time interval.  

For SCA vegetable farmers, the majority of these who indicated 

negative descriptive social norms of compliance plant either eggplants or 

tomatoes. As one vegetable farmer explained:  

… We pick, package and transfer vegetables in a unified way. Meanwhile, we 
usually buy pesticides from the association and spray pesticide together. We 
need to pick tomatoes every two days in summer. Sometimes after picking 
the ripe ones, we need to spray pesticides immediately… (Quotes from case 
C.X.NO.1)  

Thus, it is very difficult for vegetable farmers to control the time 

interval as vegetables need to be picked and transferred frequently in a 

unified way during the summer.  

Generally speaking, in terms of the three pesticide behaviors, most 

MLC vegetable farmers (type C) indicated positive descriptive social norms 

of compliance, but fewer SCA and individual vegetable farmers did so. 

Short Summary 

This section analyzed how vegetable farmers indicated their descriptive 

social norms of pesticide compliance. A big difference was found in their 

indication of descriptive social norms of compliance in terms of the three 

pesticide behaviors. The variation here was partly explained by the type of 

vegetable farmer, the geographic location, the financial support they get, 

and the nature of the vegetables they plant. Thus, it was concluded that the 

perceived descriptive social norms of compliance are circumstantial.  

4.3.3 Descriptive Social Norms of Compliance and Farmers’ 

Pesticide Compliance  

As discussed in the last section, the vegetable farmers’ indicated descriptive 

social norms of compliance vary a lot. Then how do these norms relate to 

their self-reported compliance behavior? This section continues to explore 

the association between the vegetable farmers’ indicated descriptive social 

norms and their pesticide compliance (see Table 4.3).  
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Table 4.3 Association between farmers’ indicated descriptive social norms and 
pesticide compliance 
Pesticide behaviors  Perceived descriptive social norms of 

compliance 
Positive Negative 

Use of types of pesticides Compliant No.  101 2 
% 100.0 11.1 

Noncompliant No. 0 16 
% 0.0 88.9 

Total 101 18 
Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Compliant No. 45 5 
% 100.0 6.8 

Noncompliant No. 0 69 
% 0.0 93.2 

Total 45 74 
Time interval Compliant No. 45 4 

% 100.0 5.4 
Noncompliant No. 0 70 

% 0.0 94.6 
Total 45 74 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

As illustrated in Table 4.3, there seems to be a positive relation 

between the vegetable farmers’ perceived descriptive social norms of 

compliance and their pesticide compliance behavior. In other words, the 

higher the norms, the greater the compliance reported. Thus, we concluded 

that their descriptive social norms of compliance are clearly linked to their 

pesticide compliance. Here their perception matters as there are variations 

in how they perceive the descriptive social norms of compliance. In 

addition, their perception is related to the types of vegetable farmer. 

Finally, other circumstances like the geographic location, the financial 

support they get, and the nature of the vegetables they plant are also 

influential.  

It is notable that descriptive social norms are not uniformly in force at 

all times and in all situations. These farmers with positive attitudes toward 

descriptive social norms of compliance reported compliance, while a few 

farmers indicated negative descriptive social norms of compliance but 

complied. Specifically, in terms of the three pesticide behaviors, 11.1 percent 

(total n=18), 6.8 percent (total n=74) and 5.4 percent (total n=74), 

respectively, of vegetable farmers who indicated negative descriptive social 

norms of compliance did comply. Consider the following quotes:  

… Normally, pesticide containers are plastic or glass. The glass container is 
used for EC (Emulsifiable Concentrate) pesticides. I usually take these 
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glasses home and bury them in the caves of the mountains. I usually burn 
the plastic ones or throw them in the waste pools nearby… But a lot of 
people have a bad habit. They dispose of glass containers of pesticides 
wherever they spray. This is very dangerous. A little child could pick it up, 
or someone could step on it when working in the field as we always work 
barefoot. Moreover, these plastic containers pollute environment severely. 
They do not decay for decades… (Quotes from case N.R.NO.3)  

… I usually deal with the safety interval by following the pesticide 
instructions. Let’s say the watermelon is nearly ripe and should be sold 
within ten days. I will not use pesticide if the safety interval is more than 
twenty days. But if it is less than ten days, I might use it… A lot of people in 
rural areas might break the safety interval. Generally speaking, only these 
who know the safety interval pay attention to it. Many old farmers are not 
aware of the safety interval. I usually choose pesticides based on the nature 
of vegetables. But some old men usually choose the cheaper ones. 
Sometimes they even spray any remaining pesticides specialized for rice on 
vegetables after spraying them on rice … (Quotes from case D.T.NO.2)  

Based on these quotes above and the number of cases they represent, it 

seems that sometimes other influential factors like morals strongly foster 

their compliance behavior even though the social influence is tolerant of 

the inappropriate behavior. As Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren’s (1990) study 

on the utility of social norms in accounting for littering has found, by 

making people self-aware, they could enhance the likelihood that these 

with a strong personal norm against littering would not litter.  

Furthermore, by carefully checking all the cases where there is a 

negative linkage between descriptive social norms of compliance and 

pesticide compliance behavior, it is interesting to find that there are always 

positive morals at play (for how to define and measure morals, please see 

the next section on understanding morals). Descriptive social norms have a 

demonstrable impact on action, but the impact will differ depending on 

whether the actor focuses on norms of culture, the situation, or the self, 

even when other types of norms might be relevant or negative in the 

situation (Cialdini, Kallgren & Trost, 1991; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Kallgren et 

al., 2000). It seems here that these farmers who indicated negative 

descriptive social norms of compliance mainly focused on personal norms. 

The vegetable farmers’ pesticide behaviors followed personal norms that 

were made focal, even though they did not match the descriptive social 

norms of compliance in the situation. Thus, how descriptive social norms 

influence the vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance provides further 

evidence for the focus and situational theory.  
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Short Summary 

This section focused on the association between the vegetable farmers’ 

indicated descriptive social norms of compliance and pesticide compliance. 

A positive connection was found between them, except for a few vegetable 

farmers who indicated negative opinions of descriptive social norms of 

compliance but still complied. Such “excessive” compliance could be 

explained by other factors like personal norms. We concluded that 

descriptive social norms only influenced compliance when it was focal in 

the setting. Thus, there was a situational relationship between descriptive 

social norms of compliance and pesticide compliance.  

4.4 Understanding Morals 

4.4.1 Morals in Theory 

The influence of moral assessment on compliance behavior has been 

examined widely in the literature. One early study was Schwartz and 

Orleans’s (1967) examination of the impact of sanctions on legal 

compliance. They argued that the normative moral obligation to obey the 

law could have a greater positive impact on securing tax compliance than 

the threat of sanctions.61 Grasmick and Green (1980) examined people’s 

moral commitment to legal norms.62 They argued that people who viewed 

a law as moral are more likely to say that they have obeyed it. Tyler (1990) 

argued that people are inclined to accept the law as a source of moral 

authority that they themselves should take seriously. He defined moral 

values as an internalized obligation to follow one’s personal sense of what is 

morally right or wrong. In his Chicago study, he found that personal 

morality is clearly a more important influence on compliance than the 

obligation to obey and support for the authorities. He measured personal 

morals by asking respondents whether breaking each law examined was 

                                                           
61

 Schwartz and Orleans measured citizens’ moral obligation to pay income tax by a series of 
specific questions. For more details, please see Schwartz, Richard D. and Sonya Orleans. 1967. 
"On Legal Sanctions". The University of Chicago Law Review, p287. 
62

 In their study, moral commitment was measured by the following item: for each offence, 
please tell me if you think it is (1) never wrong to do it, (2) seldom wrong to do it, (3) 
sometimes wrong to do it, (4) usually wrong to do it, or (5) always wrong to do it. 
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morally “very wrong”, “somewhat wrong”, “not very wrong”, or “not wrong 

at all”. Paternoster and Simpson (1993, 1996) differentiated moral beliefs 

and legitimacy and defined morals as “the extent to which persons perceive 

a particular criminal act to be morally offensive” (Paternoster & Simpson, 

1993, p44). They found that a personal moral is a very important source of 

inhibition of criminality when examining four corporate offences. 63 

Sutinen and Kuperan (1999) argued that morality and moral norms are very 

common throughout society and may be a significant motivation explaining 

much of the evidence on compliance behavior. They distinguished personal 

moral values as an internal sense of personal morality. That is, an 

obligation to follow one’s own sense of what is right or wrong. In Bobek 

and Hatfield’s (2003) primary study on tax compliance, they employed the 

full model derived from the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), and added 

the theory of moral obligation to TPB’s explicit constructs, including 

attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavior control. They claimed 

that moral obligation plays a complex moderating role, but high levels of 

moral obligation do not appear to be enough to eliminate cheating. In 

short, the regulated actors’ moral legitimacy could play an important role in 

fostering compliance. As already discussed in the last section, morals could 

also be salient norms that stimulate compliance in addition to social norms. 

Morals can be framed differently, and this study seeks to follow the 

examination of personal moral values rather than the moral obligation of 

obeying the law.  

How to define the specific characteristics of personal morals has been 

examined already by a few scholars. Etzioni’s (1988) distinguished several 

characteristics of moral acts. One of the primary characteristics is that 

moral acts are motivated intrinsically by non-material rewards, that is, 

internal satisfaction is realized independently of extrinsic consequences. 

Grasmick and Bursik (1990) proposed the idea of self-imposed costs like 

shame or guilt feelings when actors offend their own conscience by 

engaging in behaviors they consider morally wrong. Threats of shame, a 

self-imposed punishment that stems from moral obligation, could also be a 

                                                           
63

 The four corporate offences are price fixing, bribery, manipulation of sales statistics, and 
violation of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) emission standards. 
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mechanism for reducing the expected utility of illegal behavior (Grasmick 

et al., 1991), and thus link morals to deterrence and costs and benefits. 

Suchman (1997) argued that actors’ ingrained moral values of “good or 

bad”, “proper or improper” and “morally right or wrong” affect their 

decision-making. In contrast to these who focus on sanctions for the 

violation of norms, Vandenbergh (2003) directly measured respondents’ 

environmental compliance by asking their perceptions of human health 

and environmental protection.  

This section takes morality theory and analyzes how vegetable farmers 

viewed the legal norms, using open questions that allowed them to express 

their internalized moral sanctions that enforce norms and how such a 

normative moral norm influences their pesticide compliance. Here moral 

legitimacy generally refers to an individual’s judgements about the right 

and wrong of compliance demands, which could include their conscience, 

shame and guilt in response to violation behaviors as well as their influence 

on compliance behaviors. Based on these, vegetable farmers were asked 

openly about what they thought of these who do any of the three specific 

pesticide violation behaviors. The question follows naturally from the 

respondents’ comparing their own specific pesticide behaviors with the 

alternative legal or illegal behaviors. The detailed interviewing questions as 

well as the specific coding method are included in the appendix (see Parts 

B, C and D in the Appendix).  

The remaining parts of the section are organized as follows: first, how 

vegetable farmers indicate morals as well as the variations in their moral 

legitimacy of three violation behaviors are analyzed. Second, how such 

moral legitimacy is related to their self-reported compliance behavior is 

explored further.  

4.4.2 Vegetable Farmers’ Indicated Morals 

This section seeks to explore how vegetable farmers respond to the 

questions concerning internalized morality. The descriptive analyzes of 

their views toward the three specific pesticide violation behaviors are 

presented in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4 Vegetable farmers’ indicated morals 
Morals Pesticide behaviors 

Use of types of 
pesticides 

Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Time 
interval 

Positive No. 104 
87.4 

77 
64.7 

75 
63.0 % 

Negative No. 15 
12.6 

42 
35.3 

44 
37.0 % 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

Generally, vegetable farmers were more analogously inclined towards 

the positive morals (and thus negative attitudes toward illegal pesticide 

behaviors) for the three pesticide behaviors compared to all the other 

variables analyzed so far here and in Chapter 3. To understand better how 

farmers explain their views about morals as well as the different levels of 

their morals, the study categorised their moral discourses into several 

classes.64 Kohlberg’s (1971) theory of development of moral stages divides 

moral levels into three classes: pre-conventional level, conventional level, 

and post-conventional level. In each level, two stages are distinguished.65 

We classified the vegetable farmers’ indicated positive moral discourses 

based on Kohlberg’s moral levels (see Tables 4.5, 4.6 and 4.7 below for 

different pesticide behaviors). 

Table 4.5 Farmers’ categorized moral discourses for use of types of pesticides 
Morals Specific discourses Moral levels No. % 

Positive Economic consideration for legal usage Pre-conventional 2 1.9 
It is prohibited by government  4 3.8 

It is bad Conventional 43 41.3 
Harmful to human health/environment  49 47.1 
It is a responsibility  2 1.9 
Conscience consideration 4 3.8 

Total 104 

Negative It is harmless  Pre-conventional 7 46.7 
Economic consideration for illegal usage 6 40.0 
It is a habit  2 13.3 

Total 15 

                                                           
64

Notice that vegetable farmers’ indicated moral values sometimes interact with one another. 
Nonetheless, in this study, all these cases were categorized with discretion, by emphasizing 
their main discourses. 
65

 The pre-conventional level consists of the punishment and obedience orientation (stage one) 
and the instrumental relativist orientation (stage two); the conventional level consists of the 
interpersonal concordance or “good boy-nice girl” orientation (stage three) and the “law and 
order” orientation (stage four); the post-conventional level consists of the social-contract 
legalistic orientation (stage five) and the universal ethical-principle orientation (stage six). 
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Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

In Table 4.5, the majority of vegetable farmers (87.4 percent) stated 

positive moral attitudes about the use of types of pesticides or, to put it 

differently, indicated negative views on the violation of rules on the use of 

types of pesticides.  

Specifically, two farmers (1.9 percent, total n=104) indicated “the 

economic discourse for legal usage”. As one of them expressed, “it is 

unnecessary to use highly toxic pesticides. The pesticides I use can kill pests, 

although they are expensive. But for us vegetable farmers, price is the second 

important thing” (quotes from case N.X.NO.2). Four farmers (3.8 percent) 

stated that these types of pesticides are prohibited by the government and 

this makes using them immoral. As one of them explained: 

… I think it is a kind of immoral behavior, because production of these 
pesticides is prohibited. They are too toxic. Nevertheless, I do not know why 
someone can continue to buy these banned pesticides on the market… 
(Quotes from case N.R.NO.10) 

Here these moral discourses pursue avoidance of punishment or 

self-interests and thus a pre-conventional level of morals. Another 43 

farmers (41.3 percent) simply judged the illegal use of types as a kind of 

“bad behavior” and thus a “bad discourse”. Also, 49 farmers (47.1 percent) 

mentioned damage to human health or the environment in relation to the 

illegal use of types of pesticides. Consider the quotes below: 

… I personally think it is not good. It is too harmful to human health. It is 
highly toxic with a long-term pesticide residue… (Quotes from case 
N.X.NO.9) 

… I would feel bad if I spray these highly toxic pesticides. It would cause a 
bad effect on human health, even though sometimes it is hardly detectable. 
Moreover, it is harmful to ourselves as we also need to eat vegetables… 
(Quotes from case D.S.NO.4) 

Two farmers (1.9 percent) also indicated responsibility-related 

attitudes and four farmers (3.8 percent) indicated conscience-related 

attitudes toward the illegal use of types of pesticides and thus 

“responsibility” and “conscience” discourses. As one farmer explained: 

… It is certainly not good. If others who eat my vegetables are poisoned, I 
would be conscience-stricken… (Quotes from case N.D.NO.2) 
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As such, these farmers are concerned about social approval or the 

welfare of others and society, and thus a conventional moral level. In 

contrast, 12.6 percent (total n=119) of vegetable farmers indicated positive 

attitudes towards violations of the use of types of pesticides. Some of them 

(46.7 percent, total n=15) took it as “an accepted way that we have been 

accustomed to for years, and it would not cause severe consequences”; others 

(40.0 percent) referred to an economic discourse by saying it is “an effective 

way for killing insects and guaranteeing the harvest”; a minority (13.3 

percent) expressed a habit discourse by saying “we have always used these 

pesticides”. All these discourses are defined in the pre-conventional moral 

level.  

In terms of the disposal of pesticide containers (see Table 4.6), 77 

vegetable farmers (64.7 percent) indicated negative attitudes towards illegal 

disposal.  

Table 4.6 Farmers’ categorized moral discourses for disposal 
Morals Specific discourses Moral levels No. % 

Positive 
 

Have no choice Pre-conventional 14 18.2 

Descriptive social norms of compliance  Conventional 6 7.8 

It is bad  31 40.3 
Harmful to environment/human health/village 
image  

26 33.8 

Total 77 

Negative It is harmless Pre-conventional  3 7.1 
It is a habit  1 2.4 
Disregard it 2 4.8 
Economic consideration 1 2.4 
Descriptive social norms of noncompliance  Conventional 35 83.3 

Total 42 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

Specifically, 14 farmers (18.2 percent, total n=77) indicated that “we 

have no choice as there are no proper disposal facilities nearby” and thus a 

“have no choice” discourse. These moral discourses are in the 

pre-conventional level.  

Some other farmers indicated conventional-level morals. Six vegetable 

farmers (7.8 percent) indicated that they “dispose as most similar others do” 

and thus “descriptive social norms of compliance discourse”. Thirty-one 

vegetable farmers (40.3 percent) simply expressed that illegal disposal is a 

kind of bad behavior and thus a “bad discourse”. Another 26 farmers (33.8 
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percent) related illegal disposal as harmful to the environment, human 

health or the village’s image. As some of them explained:  

… I think it is not good to dispose of these pesticide containers everywhere. 
It is not only harmful to the environment, but it also affects human health. 
Anyway, you should not litter… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.4)  

… It will badly pollute the environment. However, lots of people still do not 
pay attention to protecting the environment. Even though some pesticides 
are low toxic and comparatively environmentally friendly, it is not good to 
dispose of them everywhere. It pollutes water very seriously and even kills 
fish… (Quotes from case N.X.NO.9)  

… I think it is not good. Now we see too many pesticide containers in the 
ditches. The situation was totally different in the past. Now people dispose 
of pesticide containers wherever they spray pesticides. The containers flow 
from small ditches to large ditches and then to rivers… (Quotes from case 
D.T.NO.7)  

Even though the majority of vegetable farmers indicated negative 

views on illegal disposal, a few of them (35.3 percent) stated affirmative 

views. Specifically, three farmers (7.1 percent, total n=42) indicated that 

“nobody cares about it, and it does not harm anyone”, or “pesticide 

containers are thrown on the ditch embankment rather than in the river. It is 

harmless”(Case N.X.NO.8; case D.S.NO.3), namely “the harmless discourse”; 

one farmer (2.4 percent) indicated that “it is not good. But even if the 

government constructs rubbish bins, people would continue to dispose of the 

containers everywhere. It is what farmers always do. It is our habit. People do 

not want to spend time disposing of pesticide containers in the bins” (Case 

D.S.NO.3), and thus a “habit” discourse; another two farmers (4.8 percent) 

and one farmer (2.4 percent) expressed “disregard” and “economic”-related 

discourses, respectively. For these farmers, a chronic lack of awareness of 

environmental protection supports their inappropriate disposal. These 

discourses are all at the pre-conventional level. 

Many farmers (83.3 percent) specified the descriptive social norms of 

noncompliance with disposal (e.g., “it is not like in cities. People living in 

rural areas all litter” (case N.L.NO.9)). These farmers are used to illegal 

disposal and had accepted and internalized it unconsciously. They 

indicated a conventional level of morals. 

Regarding the time interval (see Table 4.7 below), 75 vegetable farmers 

(63.0 percent) indicated negative views on an illegal time interval.  
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Table 4.7 Farmers’ categorized moral discourses for time interval 
Morals Specific discourses Moral levels No. %  

Positive 
 

Have no choice Pre-conventional 16 21.3 
Economic consideration 7 9.3 
Reputation consideration Conventional 1 1.3 

It is bad 19 25.3 
Harmful to human health 19 25.3 
It is a responsibility  5 6.7 
Conscience consideration 8 10.7 

Total 75    
Negative It is harmless Pre-conventional 39 88.6 

Descriptive social norms of noncompliance  Conventional 5 11.4 

Total 44    

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

Specifically, 16 farmers (21.3 percent) indicated the “have no choice” 

discourse in relation to the illegal time interval. Seven farmers (9.3 percent) 

mentioned the economic pressure in relation to the illegal time interval, 

namely “the economic discourse”. These discourses are all at the 

pre-conventional level. 

One MLC farmer indicated that “it is not good as there are pesticide 

residues. Also, it is not good for our reputation as we plant such a large field. 

If we do not guarantee the quality, people will not come” (quoted from case 

C.L1). It seems that he cares about his reputation as it concerns economic 

interests. Nineteen farmers (25.3 percent) simply regarded violation of the 

time interval as something bad and thus a “bad” discourse. Another 19 

farmers (25.3 percent) related an illegal time interval to human health. As 

one of them explained:  

… It is not a good behavior. Some obey the rules while others do not. But I 
think we should wait for several days until there is no poison remaining. 
People eat vegetables. We need to obey the rules… (Quotes from case 
N.L.NO.3)  

In addition, 5 (6.7 percent) and 8 (10.7 percent) vegetable farmers 

referred to the “responsibility” and “conscience” discourses, respectively, in 

relation to the violated time interval. As some of them explained:  

… Someone who lacks responsibility might do it that way. But people like 
me do not do it that way. Someone might pick vegetables two days after 
spraying pesticides. It is not good for human health… (Quotes from case 
D.L.NO.6)  
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… It is about human conscience. You cannot pick vegetables immediately 
after pesticide spraying. It is immoral… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.6) 

… Nowadays we all need to keep a clear conscience. We should pick 
vegetables some time after pesticide spraying. Taking myself as an example, 
I eat the same vegetables. It should be healthy for all of us… (Quotes from 
case D.L.NO.10) 

All these discourses either obey the social rules or express concern 

about others’ welfare and thus a conventional level of morals. Unlike these 

farmers who posited that it is immoral, 44 vegetable farmers (37.0 percent) 

expressed positive views on an illegal time interval. Specifically, 39 farmers 

(88.6 percent, total n=44) indicated the “harmless” discourse. They 

indicated that “the present pesticides are all low-toxic ones and they are not 

very harmful to human health”, or “it is not so serious to harvest vegetables 

after a couple of days”. These farmers have a pre-conventional level of 

morals. Five farmers (11.4 percent) indicated that “we all do it like this”. They 

indicated “descriptive social norms of the noncompliance discourse” and 

thus a conventional level of morals. 

Generally speaking, in terms of all three pesticide violation behaviors, 

no vegetable farmers indicated a post-conventional level of morals. This is 

quite understandable given their comparatively limited education and poor 

economic status.  

In addition, farmers who indicated positive morals more frequently 

referred to a conventional level, like “descriptive social norms of 

compliance”, “bad”, “harmful to human health/environment”, “lack of 

responsibility”, or “conscience-stricken”. These who indicated negative 

morals tended to express a pre-conventional level of morals, like the 

“harmless” or “habit” discourses.  

Such a variation could be explained by the Schwartz norm activation 

theory66, which states that there are two factors activating “moral norms”. 

One is “awareness of the consequences of the individual’s act regarding the 

welfare of others” (commonly referred to as “AC”), and the other is “an 

ascription of personal responsibility for causing or preventing these 

consequences” (commonly referred to as “AR”) (Vandenbergh, 2003, p73). 

                                                           
66

 For details, see Vandenbergh’s (2003) explanation of “norm activation”, in which he 
elaborated a triggering mechanism that has been widely employed in empirical studies by 
social psychologists: the Schwartz norm activation theory.  
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Here we can see that the vegetable farmers’ awareness of the negative 

consequences of using pesticides illegally (e.g. the harm to human health or 

the environment) or the feelings of responsibility to prevent such 

consequences activate their intrinsic moral rules.  

It could also be helpful to look at the differences among different types 

of vegetable farmers. These differences for each pesticide behavior are 

presented in Table 4.8.  

Table 4.8 Farmers’ indicated morals by different types of farmers 
Morals  Pesticide behaviors 

Use of types of 
pesticides 

Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Time interval 

Ind. SCA MLC  Ind. SCA MLC Ind. SCA MLC 
Positive No. 56 41 7 44 26 7 47 21 7 

% 80.0 97.6 100.0 62.9 61.9 100.0 67.1 50.0 100.0 
Negative No. 14 1 0 26 16 0 23 21 0 

% 20.0 2.4 0.0 37.1 38.1 0.0 32.9 50.0 0.0 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Abbreviations: see Table 
3.3. Total number of individual farmers = 70; total number of SCA farmers = 42; total number of 
MLC farmers = 7. 

Different types of vegetable farmers indicated different attitudes 

toward questions concerning morals. Generally speaking, MLC vegetable 

farmers had more negative attitudes (as indicated by a positive score on 

morals in Table 4.8) to violations of pesticide behavior than individual and 

SCA farmers.  

Regarding the use of types of pesticides, all seven MLC farmers 

indicated that “it is harmful and morally wrong to use illegal types of 

pesticides” or “it is unhealthy for the human body” or “it is not good, and I 

should take responsibility for others’ health”. Generally, these farmers are 

comparatively well-educated (two graduated from university, two 

graduated from high school, and the remaining three graduated from 

middle school). Some of them stated that they normally get pesticide 

knowledge by reading state regulations and rules for pesticide. Also, they 

claimed to “have lots of opportunities to get access to pesticide technical 

trainings or meetings organized by the local agricultural bureau”. Frequent 

and repeated education and training on the legal usage are beneficial for 

internalizing their personal beliefs on using pesticides appropriately. The 

positive link between education and moral reasoning was shown by Chan et 

al. (2000). They argued that well-educated taxpayers tend to have a better 

understanding of the tax system and a higher level of moral development. 
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Thus, MLC vegetable farmers’ comparatively high level of education might 

influence their moral values. 

For individual vegetable farmers, 20.0 percent indicated negative 

attitudes toward morals. These 14 vegetable farmers were distributed over 

several villages, but 10 of them live in just three villages (villages D.S, D.T 

and D.L) of D county where fewer announcements and educational 

activities on pesticide knowledge were conducted by the local agricultural 

bureau in comparison to other villages. Most of these farmers regarded the 

use of illegal pesticides as a normal behavior which they have done for 

many years. Such personal values might be morally internalized and thus 

influence their ethics.  

Among SCA vegetable farmers, the vast majority (97.6 percent, total 

n=42) indicated negative views towards the use of illegal pesticides. Only 

one farmer expressed that “it has nothing to do with ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, the 

pesticide effectiveness is the most important thing”. It seems that the 

economic factor caused his misperception of the use of illegal pesticides. 

Concerning container disposal, all of the MLC vegetable farmers (n=7) 

responded to illegal disposal as “non-environmental friendly” or “polluting 

environment” or “not good for keeping clean and tidy villages”. These 

farmers plant large vegetable fields and normally have a large quantity of 

empty pesticide containers (plastic bags or glass). They are generally 

well-educated and have more environmental protection knowledge and a 

higher awareness of protecting the local environment.  

In addition, 44 individual vegetable farmers (62.9 percent) stated 

positive views toward improper pesticide container disposal. In contrast, 26 

farmers (37.1 percent) expressed negative views, including 18 farmers from 

the three villages of D county (villages D.S, D.T and D.L). As discussed in 

the last section, D county is less well developed, and financial support for 

enforcing pesticide regulations is limited. A local agricultural officer who 

works in the agro-environmental section explained:  

… I think what matters most for improving farmers’ environmental 
protection awareness is the economic development level. For these villages 
that are rich, people in the villages have strong environmental protection 
awareness, and they naturally pay more attention to the environment and 
health problems. However, there is no such kind of village in our county. 
Most villagers in our county lack such awareness and do not care about 
environmental protection. Sometimes even though waste storage pools are 
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constructed by the local government, without enough money to pay the 
transportation fee, wastes will be piled by the roadside. These poor villages 
cannot afford such fees, because the village needs to employ a cleaner to 
clean these wastes each week… (Quotes from an interview with an officer of 
the local agricultural bureau)  

It seems that the vegetable farmers’ environmental protection 

awareness concerning pesticide disposal is related to the development of 

the local economy. People who live in well-developed areas might be more 

aware of dealing with waste appropriately, while these who live in poor 

areas might be accustomed to the littering in rural areas and do not regard 

it as an improper activity related to ethics.  

For the SCA vegetable farmers, 26 (61.9 percent) indicated negative 

opinions of improper disposal, while 16 (38.1 percent) indicated positive 

views. Of the latter, 7 live in village N.R and 9 in village C.X., but it is 

surprising that no farmer in village C.M. had positive views about illegal 

disposal (and thus a negative score of morals on illegal disposal) even 

though the economy is less developed than that of the other two villages. 

Almost all the vegetable farmers interviewed in the village expressed that 

“pesticide containers should be burned or buried appropriately. Otherwise it 

is not good for the environment, and it also does not good for the village 

image”. The village leader provided more details:  

… In the past, villagers did not pay attention to pesticide container disposal. 
They littered everywhere. But in recent years, the situation has changed a 
lot. The Provincial Inspection and Quarantine Bureau officers started 
coming every year after our village was selected as one of the four vegetable 
bases for the Hong Kong area. Villagers gradually paid more attention to the 
environment and are more active in disposing of pesticide containers 
appropriately as they think it is not good for the village’s appearance. We 
also ask them to pay attention to protecting the environment… (Quotes 
from an interview with a village leader in village C.M.) 

It seems that the vegetable farmers’ intention to keep the village 

“good” and “clean” as well as the environmental protection knowledge they 

received have been internalized as their moral judgment and thus influence 

their opinions on inappropriate disposal. It seems that there is a role for 

government education types of enforcement as well as economic 

opportunities that are linked to environmental quality.  
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Finally, similar to the last two pesticide behaviors, all seven MLC 

vegetable farmers indicated negative attitudes toward an illegal time 

interval (and thus a positive score of morals). As one of them indicated: 

… Regardless of the legal rules, we need to make sure we sell vegetables on 
the market after conducting our own pesticide residue tests. It concerns 
your own conscience… (Quotes from case N.L1)  

As already discussed, these farmers have more opportunities to access 

legal knowledge and attend pesticide training courses on dealing with the 

time interval properly, which seems to make it much easier for them to 

accept the legal time interval and regard it as a “proper” and “right” thing 

that should be obeyed.  

Of the individual farmers, 47 (67.1 percent) indicated negative 

attitudes toward an illegal time interval (and thus moral support for such 

legal rules), and 23 (32.9 percent) indicated positive attitudes toward such 

violations (and thus negative moral support for the legal rules). All of the 

latter are located in the villages with SCA farmers except village D of 

County C, where all the farmers plant radishes in high-altitude areas. The 

climate temperature advantage means that fewer pesticides are required. It 

is thus much easier for them to obey the legal time interval. They have 

followed such behavior for years and have already internalized it as proper 

behavior.  

Of the SCA vegetable farmers, 21 (50.0 percent, total n=42) indicated 

negative attitudes towards an illegal time interval (and thus moral support 

for rules on a time interval). Most of them stated that “it is bad as it is 

harmful to the human body”. However, the other half indicated that “it is 

acceptable if I do not obey rules on time interval as now people use low-toxic 

pesticides that are less toxic and harmless”. The majority (20 of 21, 95.2 

percent) of these SCA farmers who had positive views about the illegal time 

interval are located in the two villages with SCA farmers in C county. They 

conformed to their old habit of dealing with the time interval 

inappropriately and were less educated by the associations or the local 

enforcement agency. Here it can be seen that the vegetable farmers’ 

knowledge about the time interval influences their moral judgment.  

Short Summary 
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This section examined the vegetable farmers’ intrinsic moral reasoning 

about pesticide violation behaviors. It sought to look closely at how 

vegetable farmers respond to the specific pesticide violation behaviors as 

well as the variations in their indicated morality. Variations were found 

among the vegetable farmers’ indicated personal norms, which could be 

categorized into differing discourses. They could also be classified into 

different levels according to Kohlberg’s (1971) theory of moral levels. 

Vegetable farmers who indicated positive morals were more frequently at 

the conventional level; these who indicated negative moral values were 

more frequently at the pre-conventional level of morals. The activation of 

the vegetable farmers’ awareness of negative consequences as well as 

personal responsibility could influence their personal morals. There are also 

variations of moral discourses within the three pesticide violation 

behaviors. Explanations of such variations might be multiple and 

contextual, including the pesticide behaviors studied, the type of vegetable 

farmer interviewed, economic interests, educational level, pesticide training 

and knowledge they get, the local economic development, and their 

pesticide-related habits. 

4.4.3 Morals and Farmers’ Pesticide Compliance  

This section explores the association between the vegetable farmers’ 

personal morality and their self-reported compliance behavior. Some 

studies have empirically examined the moral reasoning of compliance or 

violation behaviors and demonstrated that an individual’s compliance is 

influenced by their personal moral beliefs (Tyler, 1990; Grasmick & Bursik, 

1990; Paternoster & Simpson, 1993; Sutinen & Kuperan, 1999). In Table 4.9 

the association is shown based on the empirical exploration with the 119 

vegetable farmers.  
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Table 4.9 Association between farmers’ morals and pesticide compliance 
Pesticide behaviors  Morals  

Positive Negative 
Use of types of 
pesticides 

Compliant No.  103 0 
 % 99.0 0.0 
Noncompliant No. 1 15 
 % 1.0 100.0 

Total 104 15 
Disposal of pesticide 
containers 

Compliant No. 50 0 
 % 64.9 0.0 
Noncompliant No. 27 42 
 % 35.1 100.0 

Total 77 42 
Time interval Compliant No. 49 0 

 % 65.3 0.0 
Noncompliant No. 26 44 
 % 34.7 100.0 

Total 75 44 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

Generally speaking, there seems to be a positive relationship between 

morality and the vegetable farmers’ compliance with pesticide rules, 

especially for the use of types of pesticides. Vegetable farmers who viewed 

the legal rules as morally legitimate are more likely to comply with the law. 

Specifically, 103 (99.0 percent, total n=104), 50 (64.9 percent, total n=77) 

and 49 (65.3 percent, total n=75) vegetable farmers who indicated a positive 

morality reported that they were compliant with the three pesticide 

regulations, respectively. Here their perception matters as there are 

variations among how they judge the violated behaviors. In addition, their 

perception is related to the type of vegetable farmer, their educational level, 

the pesticide training and knowledge they get, the local economic 

development, or their pesticide-related habits.  

Next, we looked for any differences between the different types of 

moral discourses vegetable farmers used and their compliance behaviors. 

The associations between their moral arguments and pesticide compliance 

for the three pesticide behaviors are presented in Tables 4.10, 4.11 and 4.12. 
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Table 4.10 Association between farmers’ moral discourses and pesticide compliance 
for use of types 
Morals Specific discourses Compliance 

Positive Negative 

Positive Pre-conventional The economic discourse for legal 
usage 

No. 2 0 
% 1.7 0.0 

The prohibited by government 
discourse 

No. 4 0 
% 3.4 0.0 

Conventional The bad discourse No. 43 0 
% 36.1 0.0 

The harmful to human 
health/environment discourse 

No. 48 1 
% 40.3 0.8 

The responsibility discourse No. 2 0 
% 1.7 0.0 

The conscience discourse No. 4 0 
% 3.4 0.0 

Negative Pre-conventional The harmless discourse No. 0 7 
% 0.0 5.9 

The economic discourse for 
illegal usage 

No. 0 6 
% 0.0 5.0 

The habit discourse No. 0 2 
% 0.0 1.7 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

Table 4.11 Association between farmers’ moral discourses and pesticide compliance 
for disposal 
Morals Specific discourses Compliance 

Positive Negative 
Positive Pre-conventional The “have no choice” discourse No. 0 14 

% 0.0 11.8 
Conventional The descriptive social norms of 

compliance discourse 
No. 6 0 
% 5.0 0.0 

The bad discourse No. 21 10 
% 17.6 8.4 

The harmful to 
environment/human 
health/village image discourse 

No. 23 3 

% 19.3 2.5 

 

Table 4.12 Association between farmers’ moral discourses and pesticide compliance 
for disposal (continued) 
Morals Specific discourses Compliance 

Positive Negative 
Negative Pre-conventional The harmless discourse No. 0 3 

% 0.0 2.5 
The habit discourse No. 0 1 

% 0.0 0.8 
The economic discourse No. 0 1 

% 0.0 0.8 
The disregard the law discourse No. 0 2 

% 0.0 1.7 
Conventional The descriptive social norms of 

noncompliance discourse 
No. 0 35 
% 0.0 29.4 
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Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

Table 4.13 Association between farmers’ moral discourses and pesticide compliance 
for time interval 
Morals Specific discourses Compliance 

Positive Negative 
Positive Pre-conventional The “have no choice” discourse No. 0 16 

% 0.0 13.4 
The economic discourse No. 1 6 

% 0.8 5.0 
Conventional The reputation discourse No. 1 0 

% 0.8 0.0 
The bad discourse  No. 18 1 

% 15.1 0.8 
The harmful to human health 
discourse 

No. 18 1 
% 15.1 0.8 

The responsibility discourse No. 5 0 
% 4.2 0.0 

The conscience discourse No. 6 2 
% 5.0 1.7 

Negative Pre-conventional The harmless discourse  No. 0 39 
% 0.0 32.8 

Conventional The descriptive social norms of 
noncompliance discourse 

No. 0 5 
% 0.0 4.2 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

Generally speaking, vegetable farmers who had a conventional level of 

positive morals more frequently indicated compliance than these with a 

pre-conventional level of morals; vegetable farmers who had negative 

morals always indicated noncompliance, whether at the pre-conventional 

or the conventional level.  

Surprisingly, not all the vegetable farmers who expressed positive 

morality indicated compliance. Specifically, in terms of the use of types of 

pesticides, one individual vegetable farmer (1.0 percent, total n=104) 

indicated that “it is not good for human health, but the effectiveness is very 

good. I have to choose it.” It seems that here the economic factor pressures 

him to choose illegal pesticides even though he personally disapproves of 

such an act.  

Regarding the disposal of pesticide containers, 35.1 percent (n=27, total 

n=77) of noncompliant vegetable farmers indicated positive personal beliefs 

about the appropriate disposal of pesticide containers according to the 

relevant regulatory rules. They indicated “have no choice” or “harmful to 

environment” or “bad” discourses. As some of them explained: 
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… It is not good. It pollutes rivers very badly. But nobody wants to recycle 
these containers. We have no choice. There are waste storage pools nearby, 
but they are built for storing wastes in the town, not for our rural areas… 
(Quotes from case C.X.NO.9) 

… It is not good. There are too many pesticide containers in the ditches. It 
would never happen in the past. But now more and more people throw them 
in the ditches and then they flow into big ditches and then rivers… (Quotes 
from case D.T.NO.7) 

… We have no choice as no one recycles them. These glass bottles, plastic 
bottles and bags are thrown everywhere, such as in the pools, dams or rivers, 
etc. … (Quotes from case N.R.NO.10) 

It seems that for these vegetable farmers, even though they 

intrinsically believe that it is “improper”, “bad” or “wrong” to dispose of 

pesticide containers everywhere, the situation of “without the support of a 

proper recycling or disposal system” or “most similar other people’s 

misconduct of disposing of pesticide containers” encourages them continue 

to litter. One possible reason is that morals influence compliance through 

the link between capacity and morals. Another explanation could derive 

from Cialdini et al.’s (1991) focus theory, which argues that the norms of a 

society, a setting or a person will have a demonstrable impact on action, 

but the impact will be different depending on whether the actor is focused 

on the norms of the culture, the situation or himself. And more explicitly, 

the regulated actor’s compliance behavior might be influenced by his/her 

cultural background, regulatory context, the situation he/she experiences, 

or his/her personal norms. For these farmers who indicated most similar 

others do the same, descriptive social norms seem to be at play as they were 

activated and made focal, even though the farmers’ personal moral values 

were opposed in the situation. Moreover, in Wenzel’s (2001, 2005b) study of 

taxpayers’ misperceptions of descriptive social norms about tax compliance, 

he adopted the concept of “false consensus67” and argued that taxpayers 

might “tend towards non-compliance but experience vague moral 

inhibitions”, “they project their own behavioral tendencies onto other 

taxpayers and assume that many others feel the same and indeed are 

non-compliant” (Wenzel, 2001: p7). The vegetable farmers might be 

                                                           
67

 Here “false consensus” generally refers to the situation that “taxpayers wrongly think that 
most taxpayers act less honestly than they themselves do” (Wenzel, 2001). 
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influenced by the misperception of descriptive social norms of compliance 

and followed what most people do and thus do not comply, although they 

personally do not endorse it.  

Regarding the time interval, 34.7 percent (n=26, total n=75) of 

vegetable farmers expressed positive morals but still indicated 

noncompliance. They indicated “have no choice”, “economic”, “bad”, 

“harmful to human health”, or even “conscience” discourses.  Below are 

quotes from some of them: 

… It is definitely not good. But he has no other option. If he does not pick the 
vegetables on time, they will get overripe ... (Quotes from case N.D.NO.5) 

… It is not good for human health. But we have no other choice. If you do not 
use pesticides, your yields will be decreased badly. If you use pesticides and 
pick vegetables after the time interval, your eggplants will get overripe… 
(Quotes from case C.X.NO.18) 

Here it can be seen that although these vegetable farmers disapprove 

of harvesting vegetables within the safe interval, the pressure of 

“production yields or economic factors” demands their noncompliance with 

regulatory rules on the time interval. This also adds to Cialdini and 

Wenzel’s theories as they mainly focus on the descriptive social norms 

and/or personal morals, without checking their interactions with economic 

factors. 

Short Summary 

This section discussed the association between the vegetable farmers’ 

indicated moral values and their self-reported pesticide compliance. A 

positive association was found between the two of them. There were also 

some unexpected outcomes. Some vegetable farmers who indicated 

negative attitudes toward illegal pesticide behaviors nevertheless reported 

noncompliance. Here other factors including capacity, economic stimulus, 

the “self-other discrepancy”, or the focus theory might be plausible causes. 

Thus, it was concluded that there is a situational relationship between 

morals and the vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance.  
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4.5 Understanding General Duty to Obey  

4.5.1 General Duty to Obey in Theory 

A third aspect of legitimacy that is relevant for compliance is the legitimacy 

of the state power to impose regulations or rules. We label this systematic 

legitimacy, indicating the legitimacy of the legal system as a whole. This 

study focuses here on a core aspect of the perceived general duty to obey 

the law. This is premised on the notion that the vast majority obey the law 

from an intrinsic sense of obligation to adhere to the rules simply because 

they are the rules, regardless of their content, whether they are enforced, or 

whether this poses high costs. From a compliance perspective, the sense of 

obligation to obey the law has an advantage over moral obligation as people 

insist that they ought to obey the law, not just that the law is consistent 

with their own moral judgments. A primary inspiring work on systematic 

legitimacy was Rousseau’s (2006) social contract theory. Social contract 

theory posits that the State is formed through a social contract and that as 

such, people have joined the State and made themselves subordinate to its 

rules and thus must obey them. In Weber’s (1947) theory of social and 

economic organization, he emphasized that one of the basics of legitimacy 

was the perceived obligation to obey the content of the command. In 

Wasserstrom’s (1962) philosophical discussion on the justification of the 

obligation to obey the law, he argued that at least two views could be held 

concerning the nature of the stringency of one’s obligation to obey the law: 

we have an absolute obligation to obey the law, and disobeying the law is 

never justified; and second, we do have an obligation to obey the law, but 

the obligation is a prima facie rather than an absolute one. The latter can be 

further categorized into two types: there is an obligation to obey the law, 

but the obligation can be overridden by conflicting obligations; or there is 

no special obligation to obey the law, but it is in fact usually obligatory to 

do so on other grounds.  

Numerous studies demonstrate that such systematic legitimacy 

influences compliance. Scholars like Winter and May (2001; May, 2005) 

analyzed the influence of duty to comply on regulatory compliance. They 

categorized duty to comply as twofold: the general moral principles 

comprised of one’s sense of civic duty to obey laws; or a more specific 
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evaluation of the appropriateness or value of a given regulation. 

Accordingly, they constructed an index which consists of three specific 

statements measuring Danish farmers’ normative compliance motivation 

with agro-environmental regulation.68  They found that in the Danish 

context, normative duty to comply is as influential as calculated motivation 

in bringing about compliance. They discussed duty to obey in a broad 

sense, which mostly comprised moral, obligation and procedural justice 

stemming from the normative perspective. It seems that they analyzed duty 

to comply by mainly focussing on the personal moral values. Drawing on 

the existing literature, Vandenbergh (2003) proposed that the norm of law 

compliance could create a sense of obligation in some situations and thus 

influence compliance. He depicted such an influence as “an individual 

should comply with laws even when they are inconsistent with moral 

obligations”. Nevertheless, he did not test this hypothesis in an empirical 

field.  

There is evidence largely collected by Tyler (1990), who published his 

seminal work on why people obey the law, in which general duty to obey 

and its influence on compliance were examined. He held that citizens may 

comply with the law because they view the legal authority they are dealing 

with as having a legitimate right to dictate their behavior. He argued that 

legitimacy is a far more stable base for enforcing compliance than personal 

norms or morality from the perspective of the authorities in a political or 

legal system. Such legitimacy rests on a conception of the obligation to 

obey any commands that an authority issues. He held that the most direct 

way in which legitimacy has been measured is as the perceived obligation 

to comply with the enacted rules or laws of an authority. In other words, 

people feel that the rules ought to be obeyed. Tyler examined general levels 

of obligation to obey the law by asking the respondents to what degree they 

felt they should comply with directives from police officers or judges, 

                                                           
68

 The three statements are separately: farmers have a moral obligation to comply with the 
environmental regulation of farming; the rules about manure are so unreasonable that one 
need not comply; environmental authorities should take stronger action with the 
environmental sinners that are spoiling the name and reputation of farming (Winter & May, 
2001: p695).  
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irrespective of their personal feelings.69 However, he did not analyze how 

duty to obey influences compliance separately but put it together with 

procedural justice like legitimacy, and analyzed how legitimacy affects 

compliance. As discussed by Tyler, the Chicago study “confirms the 

influence of legitimacy on compliance”, but “it does not directly examine 

the nature of the perceived obligation to obey the law that brings about 

compliance” (Tyler, 1990: p66).  

Generally speaking, a legitimate obligation to obey the law could be 

framed differently and could also play an important role in the voluntary 

acceptance of regulatory rules and laws. This study is concerned with the 

role of law in the everyday life of the regulated actors. It analyzes whether 

these who view the law as more legitimate are more likely to obey them. 

Accordingly, it seeks to look at the vegetable farmers’ perceptions of the 

general duty to obey the law as well as how such perceptions affect their 

pesticide compliance behavior. It follows Tyler’s approach and examines 

the vegetable farmers’ overall levels of obligation to obey the law regardless 

of the content of the rules and the enforcement environment. It 

operationalizes the general duty to obey as the regulated actors’ general 

views or opinions on the obligation to obey the law, which has three 

aspects: people should obey the law even if it is a bad law, even if it is not 

enforced, or even when the costs of obeying it are high, with the first one 

representing the content of the law and the last two representing the 

enforcement environment. Based on these considerations, the vegetable 

farmers were interviewed openly by asking if they agreed with the 

statement consisting of the three aspects and to explain why they agreed or 

not. The question was included as one of the three final questions after 

asking other variable-related questions. The Appendix contains the detailed 

interview questions as well as the specific coding method (see Parts B, C 

and D in the Appendix).  

                                                           
69

 Specifically, Tyler’s examination of the obligation to obey was divided into two waves: in the 
first wave he evaluated six separate questions, while in the second wave he asked six questions 
with the last two questions modified. They are: people should obey the law even if it goes 
against what they think is right; I always try to follow the law even if I think that it is wrong; 
disobeying the law is seldom justified; it is difficult to break the law and keep one’s self-respect; 
a person who refuses to obey the law is a menace to society; obedience and respect for 
authority are the most important virtues children should learn (Tyler, 1990, pp45-46). 
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The remainder of this section begins with a subsection analyzing the 

vegetable farmers’ perceptions of the general duty to obey, and it 

particularly looks at the variations amongst their indications; then it 

discusses further how such a perception is connected to their self-reported 

pesticide compliance. 

4.5.2 Vegetable Farmers’ Perceived General Duty to Obey 

Vegetable farmers’ overall perceptions on the question concerning the 

general duty to obey are presented in Table 4.13. Generally speaking, the 

majority of vegetable farmers indicated a positive attitude towards the 

general duty to obey. That is, they agreed that people should obey the law 

even if it is a bad law, even if it is not enforced, or even when the costs of 

obeying it are high.  

Table 4.14 Farmers’ perceived general duty to obey 
 General duty to obey 
Positive No. 83 
 % 69.7 
Negative No. 27 
 % 22.7 
Elusive No.                               9 

% 7.6 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

In order to understand this better, their specific discourses are 

categorized and listed in Table 4.14.70  

 

Table 4.15 Farmers’ specific discourses on perceived general duty to obey 
 Categorized discourses No. Percent  Total  

Positive Law from the state/NPC/central government and thus 
must be obeyed 

19 22.9 83 

It is morally right to obey/one should not do illegal things 7 8.4 

Law is good/open  6 7.2 
Law was made by experts who know what is best/is 
reasonable and evidence-based  

6 7.2 

Government is good  5 6.0 
Too powerless  4 4.8 

                                                           
70

 Similar to the categorizations of morals, here vegetable farmers’ indications about general 
duty to obey were categorized with discretion and mainly named by the keywords. The 
specific categorizations of all the cases were co-defined with Benjamin Van Rooij.  
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Table 4.16 Farmers’ specific discourses on perceived general duty to obey 
(continued) 

 Categorized discourses No. Percent  Total  

 It is a duty/responsibility 4 4.8  
Law at the center is good but locally it is bad  4 4.8 
No order if disobey the law/maintain peace/do not 
damage the masses 

4 4.8 

Will be punished if disobey the law 3 3.6 
The law is made by the majority/has popular legitimacy 2 2.4 
We are equal before the law 2 2.4 
Others 7 8.4 
Agree/fully agree but did not give detailed explanation  44 53.0 

Negative Depends on local fit/doubt the content/make personal 
judgment of the law  

13 48.1 27 

Obeying the law can be costly/only obey if it benefits 6 22.2 
Local bad/corruption officials/local officials do not care 
about us  

5 18.5 

Depends on if it is enforced/enforcement is weak/too 
many violations 

5 18.5 

The law is unequal/too powerless to use law  4 14.8 
No success in litigation/litigation is costly 3 11.1 
Others 6 22.2 

Elusive Law is distant/disregard the law  4 44.4 9 
It is hard to say  2 22.2 
Do not understand the law/do not know  3 33.3 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

As shown in the table, vegetable farmers indicated various discourses 

concerning the general duty to obey, and some of them even indicated 

multiple discourses. Specifically, for these farmers who expressed a positive 

attitude, 19 farmers (22.9 percent, total n=83) affirmed the general duty to 

obey by referring to the state/NPC/the central government. Consider for 

instance some quotes below:  

…Yes. I agree. Laws come from the state and thus must be obeyed… (Quotes 
from case D.T.NO.5) 

… I agree. Because the promulgation of the state laws, rules and policies is 
pored over by committee members of the NPC (the National People’s 
Congress) and Commission of Legislative Affairs… (Quotes from case 
C.X.NO.1)  

… The law is enacted by the state. As a farmer, we should obey the law 
formulated by the central government. Because the state is a complete body 
and the formulation of the law is a deliberation process of lots of professors 
and experts. It should be correct… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.12) 

As shown above, it seems that these vegetable farmers believed in the 

state or central government and regarded the law as a product enacted, 
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empowered and authorized by the state or central government. Such a 

strong feeling largely influences their intrinsic identification with the law. 

Seven farmers (8.4 percent) indicated moral discourses. They related 

the obligatory duty to their internalized moral judgment. As some of them 

expressed:  

… People should not do illegal things… (Quotes from case N.D.NO.5)  

… No person should disobey the law. It is morally right to obey the law… 
(Quotes from case D.T.NO.3) 

It seems that these farmers took the obligation to obey as something 

that matters in their personal judgement. Accordingly to Tyler (1990, p25), 

there are two types of internalized obligation: one is “derived from the view 

that the legal authority they are dealing with as having a legitimate right to 

dictate their behavior”; the other is an obligation “derived from a person’s 

desire to behave in a way that accords with his or her personal morality”. The 

difference between the two is whether it is linked to the political authority. 

Personal morality may accord with the dictates of the authorities or the 

other way around. Here it seems that such an internalized moral obligation 

is consistent with systematic legitimacy and strengthens their justification 

of the general duty to obey the law.  

There are six farmers (7.2 percent) who indicated that the law is 

good/open and thus should be obeyed (e.g., case N.L.NO.6; D.S.NO.6). 

Another six farmers (7.2 percent) indicated that the law was made by 

experts who know best or is reasonable and evidence-based. Consider for 

instance the quote below: 

… Overall, we should obey the law, no matter it is good or bad. The 
promulgation of the law is always reasonable and evidence-based. Otherwise 
it cannot be issued… (Quotes from case D.S.NO.1) 

There are five farmers (6.0 percent) who indicated that “we have a good 

government” and thus affirmed a general duty to obey (e.g., case D.S.NO.6). 

There are four farmers (4.8 percent) who indicated a duty/responsibility 

discourse. They regarded obeying the law as something that matters for a 

general duty/the duty of Party members/ a citizen’s duty/a sense of 

responsibility. As some of them explained:  
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… I am older now. As a Party member, I should obey the policies 
promulgated by the central government. No matter it is constitutional law 
or something else… (Quotes from case D.S.NO.2) 

…We should obey the law. It depends on one’s responsibility. Someone who 
lacks responsibility tends to disobey the law… (Quotes from case N.X.NO.8) 

… We must obey the law. It is every citizen’s duty. We must do our own 
business well as farmers… (Quotes from case C.X.NO.17) 

There are four farmers (4.8 percent) who indicated that they are too 

powerless and thus have to obey the law (e.g., case D.L.NO.2); four farmers 

(4.8 percent) affirmed a general duty to obey the law and indicated that the 

law at the center is good but locally it is bad (e.g., case D.L.NO.8); four (4.8 

percent) indicated an order discourse. They stated that if they break the 

law, there will be no order/ it is good to maintain peace/not having law 

damages the masses (e.g., case N.D.NO.1; case N.X.NO.4; case D.S.NO.4); 

three (3.6 percent) indicated that if they disobey the law, people will be 

punished, and thus expressed positive attitudes towards the general duty to 

obey the law (e.g., case D.L.NO.11). 

Another two farmers (2.4 percent) stated positive views about the 

general duty to obey and were categorized as “the equality discourse”. 

Consider for instance the quote below: 

… We are all equal in front of the law. We need to obey the law if it is 
promulgated… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.13)  

It seems that these farmers who affirmed obeying the law regarded it 

as a symbol of equality. Another two farmers (2.4 percent) referred to a 

majority discourse. Consider for instance the quote below:  

… The law is promulgated based on the agreement of the majority. It is not 
promulgated by one person or two persons. It is not based on the 
agreement of one person or two persons, either. The law is called a law as it 
is based on the agreements of the majority… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.3)  

There are seven farmers (8.4 percent) categorized as “other”. They 

stated that “the law is useful”; “compliance is not too difficult”; “impossible 

to distinguish good and bad law”; “it does not matter if you understand the 

law or not”; “law must be good otherwise it would not have been made”; 

“we get instructions to obey the law from the state”; “you cannot do as you 

like”. They all indicated a positive general duty to obey.  
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There are 44 vegetable farmers (37.0 percent) who indicated 

agreement with the general duty to obey but did not give any explanation. 

It seems that they approved of the obligation to obey the law 

unconsciously.  

Regarding these 27 farmers who had negative opinions, 13 of them (48.1 

percent) indicated that it depends on the local fit of the law, or expressed 

doubts about the content of the law, or made personal judgments about the 

fairness and values of law. As some of them expressed: 

… It depends on what kinds of laws they are. Do they face the majority and 
reality? Or do they just face some persons? Now lots of state laws are not so 
good. There are terrorists in the international society, and they even have 
weapons against the government. In China there are gangs … (Quotes from 
case D.S.NO.3) 

…I support these good laws. However, for these bad ones, I do not know 
what to do with them… (Quotes from case C.D.NO.5) 

There are six farmers (22.2 percent) who referred to the costs and 

benefits of obeying the law and were categorized as “the cost-benefit 

discourse”. Consider for instance some quotes below:  

… It depends on what the law is. I will always obey the law if you pay me 500 
RMB per month, regardless of whatever it is. Human beings live for 
surviving. Otherwise you can do nothing if you just obey the law, right? … 
(Quotes from case D.T.NO.6)  

… Obeying the law means that you need to pay if you go to court. Even 
though you win, you still need to pay. It is the reality… (Quotes from case 
D.T.NO.7)  

For these vegetable farmers, the costs and benefits of obeying the law 

influence their attitudes towards the general duty to obey it. Five farmers 

(18.5 percent) indicated that the central government is good but the local 

governments are not, or there is no necessity to obey the law controlled by 

corrupt officials, or local officials do not care about us (e.g., case D.T.No.2; 

D.S.No.11). Another five (18.5 percent) farmers stated that it depends on 

whether the law is enforced, or enforcement is weak, or there are too many 

violations. They all expressed a disagreement with the general duty to obey. 

As one of them explained:  

… It depends on what law it is and how the government enforces the law. 
Taking the pesticide regulation as an example, now the pollution is very 
severe. The pesticide residue is very harmful. A lot of people throw pesticide 
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containers everywhere, which causes bad effects. A lot of residues persist in 
the rivers, soil, etc.… (Quotes from case N.X.NO.9) 

There are four farmers (14.8 percent) who indicated being unequal/too 

powerless to use the law discourse. As one of them explained: 

… There is too much corruption. But you dare not talk. The masses have lots 
of complaints about it. But these problems remain unsolved as we have no 
money to go to court. These are thorny issues… (Quotes from case 
C.X.NO.4)  

Three farmers (11.1 percent) indicated that they will have no success in 

litigation or litigation is costly and thus negative opinions of the general 

duty to obey (e.g., case C.X.No.15). 

Moreover, there are six farmers (22.2 percent) who defined “other” 

discourses. They respectively indicated that “does not know the law”; 

“government only cares for stability”; “it depends on whether the law was 

made by the majority”; “we do what we want”; “depends on one's sense of 

responsibility”; “there are too many laws”. They generally expressed negative 

attitudes towards the general duty to obey. As some of them explained: 

… I disagree. Basically, I do not understand the law very well. There are too 
many laws, and I think some of them are not so good. When I watch TV, I 
often have such kinds of feelings… (Quotes from case C.M.NO.3)  

… The law should be promulgated based on the willingness of the majority… 
(Quotes from case D.S.NO.3) 

For the nine vegetable farmers who indicated elusive attitudes, four 

(44.4 percent) stated that the law is distant from them; two (22.2 percent) 

indicated that “it is hard to say”; three (33.3 percent) indicated elusive 

messages with “do not know” or “do not understand the law”. Consider for 

instance a quote below: 

 … It is not our business. We vegetable farmers just need to take care of our 
crops… (Quotes from case N.X.NO.5)  

Thus, it is concluded that there are variations of opinions on the 

general duty to obey among different vegetable farmers. Do the types of 

vegetable farmers matter? The variations among different types of 

vegetable farmers were examined next. Table 4.15 presents the different 

views on the general duty to obey by different types of vegetable farmers.  
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Table 4.17 Farmers’ indicated general duty to obey by different types of farmers 
 General duty to obey 

Ind. SCA MLC 

Positive No. 47 30 6 
% 67.1 71.4 85.7 

Negative No. 17 9 1 
% 24.3 21.4 14.3 

Elusive No. 6 3 0 
% 8.6 7.1 0.0 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Abbreviations: see Table 
3.3. Total number of individual farmers = 70; total number of SCA farmers = 42; total number of 
MLC farmers = 7. 

As shown in Table 4.15, there are only slight differences in the general 

duty to obey indicated by different vegetable farmers. Specifically, 67.1 

percent (total n=70) of individual vegetable farmers indicated positive 

views towards the general duty to obey; 71.4 percent (total n=42) of small 

cooperative or association vegetable farmers indicated positive opinions 

about the general duty to obey; 85.7 percent (total n=7) of medium or large 

cooperative vegetable farmers indicated positive views that the law should 

be obeyed regardless of the three given conditions. It seems that here the 

type of vegetable farmer has nothing to do with his/her views about the 

general duty to obey.  

But after checking the vegetable farmers’ texts concerning the general 

duty to obey, interestingly, it was found that their judgments about the 

general duty to obey originated either from their personal experiences in 

relation to the authorities’ enforcement or from their general knowledge 

about the law and reality, even without directly asking them questions 

about their personal experiences. Some farmers approved of the statement 

that people should obey the law regardless of the three conditions. Their 

judgments largely emanated from their personal experiences. As some of 

them explained:  

… I agree with the saying that I experienced such things. I have only one 
child and have received the single child privilege card. According to the 
one-child policy, I was entitled to obtain double land compensation fees 
when the state expropriated the village land to construct a road. But I only 
got half as other village members did not agree to give me a double fee. 
Then I appealed to the local court, and finally I won the lawsuit. However, I 
did not get my money back as all the money has already been distributed to 
the villagers. Even though the executive division came, it is still an unsolved 
problem … (Quotes from case C.X.NO.6)  
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… I agree with it. The state policy is very good. Now it is regulated that 
elderly people over 60 years old can get a subsidy of 60 RMB per month. 
There is also a rural CMS (Cooperative Medical System). People who plant a 
field can also get a subsidy of 100 RMB per month. It is much better than in 
the past. Nevertheless, the local government officers often do not enforce 
the policies. Taking the CMS as an example, some local authorities do not 
enforce the law. The state regulates that only these peasants who are 
hospitalized can apply for reimbursement. Although someone is not 
hospitalized, he/she can also get a reimbursement if he/she seeks for 
personal “guan xi” … (Quotes from case N.R.NO.1)  

… We should obey the law. The state law is good. However, the enforcement 
is not so good. These who are incapable cannot win the lawsuits even 
though they are entitled to win… (Quotes from case C.X.NO.15)  

Here it can be seen that these vegetable farmers who agreed with the 

general duty to obey supported the state law. But they criticized the local 

enforcement agencies as they usually violate the law, according to their 

personal experiences or other related experiences. They held that the 

enforcement authorities should enforce the law. This is similar to 

Vandenbergh’s (2003) discussion about the norm of law compliance. He 

argued that the norms of fair process may counteract the effects of the 

norm of law compliance.  

Nevertheless, there are still some farmers who disagreed with the 

indication of the general duty to obey by referring to their own experiences. 

Consider for instance some quotes below:  

… I agree with all the correct laws. I agree with most of the policies of the 
central government. I only disagree with a few. For example, there was a 
young couple who had different opinions. They went to the court for 
divorce. The government did not do any investigation and approved the 
divorce. Plus, they need to pay for it. Now more and more couples are 
getting divorced. Some young men have been corrupted ideologically. They 
have already got married, but they are engaged in a new relationship. 
However, the government does not do anything, unless they go to the 
court… (Quotes from case D.T.NO.4) 

…As to me, I need to understand the law myself and distinguish if it is good 
and beneficial for us. If it is a bad law, or a blind law, I will not stand for it. 
For example, some policies from the higher government demand us to do 
something. But they do nothing except demand. There are lots of green 
mountains in our villages. They called for us to cut all the trees and make 
the mountains into terraces. But after that, they never came. They did not 
tell us what we should do next. I think it is not good. Another example is 
that they asked us to plant tea trees last year and even transported the 
seedlings. We followed the policy and planted the trees. But after that they 
did nothing to help us. The policy was issued by the central government. 
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But we did not get any subsidy. All the money was taken away by some 
middlemen.  We supported the policy and agreed to plant trees as it helps 
us to construct our village. But the enforcement officers did nothing to help 
us. Now the mountains have become barren mountains without trees… 
(Quotes from case N.R.NO.3) 

Thus, it is concluded that the vegetable farmers’ judgment about the 

legitimacy of rules in relation to their own experiences with pesticide 

enforcement tends to affect their views about the general duty to obey the 

law. Vegetable farmers either justified the rules by criticizing the 

enforcement activities in reality, or abused the rules as well as the duty to 

obey by referring to their own experiences or other relevant experiences 

when dealing with pesticide enforcement officers.  

Short Summary 

This section examined the vegetable farmers’ attitudes towards the general 

duty to obey. It mainly looked at how vegetable farmers perceived their 

general obligatory duty to obey as well as the variations among their 

perceptions. It found that some vegetable farmers held positive views and 

agreed with the saying that people should obey the law even if it is a bad 

law, even if it is not enforced, or even if the costs of obeying it are high. 

Others indicated negative or elusive opinions. Such variations could be 

partly influenced by the vegetable farmers’ personal moral obligation. It 

could also be explained by other factors than the type of vegetable farmer, 

that is, their personal experiences or other experiences in relation to the 

fairness of government enforcement.  

4.5.3 General Duty to Obey and Farmers’ Pesticide Compliance  

This section seeks to explore the association between the general duty to 

obey and the vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance. In Table 4.16, this 

association is presented.  
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Table 4.18 Association between the farmers’ stated general duty to obey and 
pesticide compliance 
Pesticide behaviors  General duty to obey 

Positive Negative Elusive 
Use of types of pesticides Compliant No.  75 21 7 

% 90.4 77.8 77.8 
Noncompliant No. 8 6 2 

% 9.6 22.2 22.2 
Total 83 27 9 
Disposal of pesticide containers Compliant No. 37 9 4 

% 44.6 33.3 44.4 
Noncompliant No. 46 18 5 

% 55.4 66.7 55.6 
Total 83 27 9 
Time interval Compliant No. 33 13 3 

% 39.8 48.1 33.3 
Noncompliant No. 50 14 6 

% 60.2 51.9 66.7 
Total 83 27 9 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

For the use of types, vegetable farmers who indicated a positive general 

duty to obey more frequently tended to comply (90.4 percent, total n=83). 

However, for these who indicated a negative duty, the majority of them still 

indicated compliance (77.8 percent, total n=27). Regarding the disposal of 

containers, farmers with a positive general duty to obey indicated quite 

similar percentages of compliance and noncompliance (44.6 and 55.4 

percent, respectively), but these farmers with a negative general duty to 

obey indicated less compliance, which is in line with the theory. Regarding 

the time interval, the majority of farmers with a positive general duty to 

obey indicated noncompliance (60.2 percent). This percentage was even 

higher than that of farmers with a negative duty who also indicated 

noncompliance (51.9 percent). These data reveal a complex relationship 

between general duty to obey and compliance behaviour. It seems that 

there is no clear relation between the two. A review of the literature 

suggests that people who indicate an obligation to obey the law are more 

likely to comply with the law (Brown, 1974; Tittle, 1980; Tyler, 1990). The 

deviance here might originate from the vegetable farmers’ limited 

knowledge of pesticide laws. Tyler (1990) proposed that the other 

attitudinal factors included in the compliance model might contribute to 

the variations in the influence of legitimacy on compliance. In this study, 

deterrence, operational cost-benefit calculation, morals, or descriptive 
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social norms included in the compliance model might be plausible reasons. 

The vegetable farmers’ evaluation of procedural fairness might also be an 

influential factor, which will be elaborated in the next section.  

Short Summary 

This section mainly analyzed the association between the general duty to 

obey and the vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance. It  found no strong 

connection between the two. Some vegetable farmers who stated positive 

views about a general duty to obey indicated noncompliance, while other 

vegetable farmers who expressed negative opinions about a general duty to 

obey indicated compliance. This might originate from their limited 

knowledge of pesticide laws, or other factors in the compliance model like 

deterrence, operational cost-benefit calculation, descriptive social norms, 

morals, or procedural justice.  

4.6 Understanding Procedural Justice  

4.6.1 Procedural Justice in Theory 

The last section mainly focuses on the regulated actor’s legitimate 

judgment of rules. It examines their evaluations of the procedural fairness 

of authorities. In the existing literature, some scholars have already 

discussed such procedural legitimacy and how it functions in stimulating 

compliance. Psychologist Tyler (1990) defined legitimacy as the belief that 

authorities and institutions are appropriate, proper and just from the 

psychological perspective. He argued that distinct from shaping people’s 

behavior over incentives or sanctions, legitimacy is an additional form of 

power that enables authorities to influence their behavior. Thus, one of the 

effective approaches of enhancing compliance is the exercise of fair 

procedures by the authority. According to Tyler, procedural justice can be 

distinguished by contrasting instrumental and normative approaches. The 

instrumental perspective suggests that assessments of procedural fairness 

are based on the favorability of the outcomes received, while the normative 

perspective views people as being concerned with aspects of experience 

which include neutrality, lack of bias, honesty, efforts to be fair, politeness, 

and respect of citizen’s rights. Public views about the legitimacy of the legal 
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authorities are linked to judgments about the fairness of the procedures 

with which these authorities make decisions (Tyler, 1997). Paternoster and 

Simpson (1993) understood the rational choice model of corporate 

compliance in a comprehensive way. They defined a perceived sense of the 

legitimacy of the rules and rule enforcers as an important variable 

explaining corporate compliance or violation. In Paternoster et al.’s (1997) 

study on the effect that fair procedures on the part of police officers have 

on inhibiting spouse assault, they found that procedural justice did 

suppress subsequent violence. When police acted in a procedurally fair 

manner when arresting assault suspects, the rate of subsequent violence 

was significantly lower than when they did not.  

To understand the influence that procedural justice imposes on 

compliance, one essential issue is to understand how people evaluate 

procedural justice. A primary study was based on Leventhal’s (1980) theory 

of procedural justice, in which he identified six component elements of 

procedural justice: representativeness, consistency, suppression of bias, 

accuracy, correctability and ethicality (Tyler, 1990: 118-23; Paternoster et al., 

1997: 167-68). In Tyler’s (1990) Chicago study on testing the hypothesis that 

legitimacy has a positive influence on compliance, he examined procedural 

justice as support for the legal authorities. In addition, respondents’ 

evaluation of the quality of service from the authorities was measured. 

Sunshine and Tyler (2003) measured procedural fairness by using two 

overall questions: how often the police make decisions about how to handle 

problems in fair ways, and how often the police treat people fairly. 

Vandenbergh (2003) explained the norm of fair process as “an individual 

should not be treated arbitrarily or be denied an opportunity to defend her 

behavior”. He argued that the procedure governs the interactions between 

the enforcement agencies and the regulated party rather than the 

implementation of these procedures. This study largely follows Tyler’s 

method of measuring the perceived procedural fairness of relevant local 

government authorities, and mainly adapts three aspects: honesty of the 

enforcement officers, decision fairness of the enforcement authority, and 

the overall evaluation of the enforcement authority.  

Based on these considerations, this study interviewed vegetable 

farmers by asking them three questions concerning procedural justice in an 

open way. The three aspects concern the respondents’ views or opinions on 
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the honesty of the pesticide enforcement officers, the fairness of the 

decisions of the pesticide enforcement authority, and the overall 

assessment of their general performance. These questions followed after 

interviewing respondents about the general duty to obey. Some details and 

the specific coding method are included in the appendix (see Parts B, C and 

D in the Appendix).  

The following subsection starts by analyzing the vegetable farmers’ 

perceptions of procedural justice of the pesticide enforcement authority as 

well as the variations among their perceptions. A subsequent subsection 

concerns the association between the vegetable farmers’ perceived 

procedural justice and their self-reported pesticide compliance behavior.  

4.6.2 Vegetable Farmers’ Perceived Procedural justice 

In this study, vegetable farmers were interviewed by asking them about 

three aspects concerning procedural justice in relation to the enforcing 

activities of the local agricultural bureau. Table 4.17 presents their 

perceptions of procedural justice.  

Table 4.19 Vegetable farmers’ perceived procedural justice 
 Procedural justice 
Positive No. 10 

% 8.4 
Mixed

71
 No. 64 

% 53.8 
Negative No. 34 

% 28.6 
Elusive/missing No. 11 

% 9.2 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119. 

As shown in Table 4.17, similar to Tyler’s Chicago study in which the 

respondents’ support for the police and courts as well as the evaluation of 

their performance were not particularly high, only 8.4 percent of vegetable 

farmers (n=10, total n=119) indicated positive attitudes about procedural 

justice. As one of them explained:  

                                                           
71
 In the research, the mixed perceptions are distinguished from the positive or negative 

perceptions as the respondents indicated positive or negative views about any one or two of 
the three questions concerning procedural justice rather than all three questions. 
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… I agree that the agricultural officers are honest… I am satisfied with their 
decisions… They are doing well, especially on agricultural production… 
(Quotes from case C.X.NO.9)  

Different from the vast majority of farmers who indicated positive 

attitudes, 28.6 percent of vegetable farmers (n=34) had negative views 

about procedural justice. As some of them indicated:  

… It is hard to say. I think that they are not so honest… It is not fair, I 
think… It is hard to say. The authorities never care about us. The officers 
would never come to every family. There is even no relevant news broadcast 
on TV. They also never trumpet the news… (Quotes from case N.X.NO.9) 

… I do not think that the officers of the local agricultural bureau are 
honest… Their work is just so so… (Quotes from case N.D.NO.3)  

For these vegetable farmers, their doubts about the legitimacy of the 

procedural fairness of the enforcement authorities made them disagree that 

the pesticide enforcement procedure is fair. On the other hand, 53.8 

percent of vegetable farmers (n=64) indicated comparatively mixed 

attitudes. They neither expressed strongly supportive views about 

procedural justice nor completely denied it. As some of them explained: 

… Not all of them are honest. About seventy to eighty percent of them are 
honest… It is very difficult to talk about fairness. State policy emphasizes 
agricultural development. But there are still some officers who abuse power 
for personal gain. The state policies tend to support the strong parties, but 
the weak parties hardly get any financial support… (Quotes from case 
N.L.NO.5) 

… It depends on his quality. It depends on if he himself is honest or not… It 
is hard to say. Some of them came to ask. But it was just “new brooms 
sweep clean”. They just asked and left if it is troublesome… It is just so so. 
We plant small-scale vegetable fields. The government does not care about 
us… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.12)  

… Generally speaking, these who work in rural areas are a little bit more 
honest. But it is not for sure…  It is just so so. Some are fair, while some are 
not… They do nothing helpful for us. It all depends on us ourselves. There is 
no subsidy. Only these big companies and big vegetable bases could get 
subsidies. We individuals depend on ourselves, and the government does 
not care about us… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.15) 

Except for these who indicated mixed attitudes, there are still 11 

vegetable farmers (9.2 percent) who were scored as elusive/missing. They 

either indicated that they had no idea about all three questions, or they 

could not give an opinion as they had never dealt with the local agricultural 

bureau officers, or the officers never came to the village.  
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Thus, it is concluded that there are some variations of judgment of 

procedural justice among different vegetable farmers. So do the types of 

vegetable farmers matter? The variations among different types of 

vegetable farmers are analyzed in Table 4.18.  

Table 4.20 Farmers’ perceived procedural justice by different types of farmers 
 Procedural justice 

Ind. SCA MLC 
Positive No. 5 4 1 

% 7.1 9.5 14.3 
Mixed No. 35 24 5 

% 50.0 57.1 71.4 
Negative No. 23 11 0 

% 32.9 26.2 0.0 
Elusive/missing No. 7 3 1 

% 10.0 7.1 14.3 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Abbreviations: see Table 
3.3. Total number of individual farmers = 70; total number of SCA farmers = 42; total number of 
MLC farmers = 7. 

As Table 4.19 shows, it seems that there is no big difference in views 

about procedural justice among different types of vegetable farmers. 

Medium or large cooperative vegetable farmers indicated slightly more 

positive and mixed attitudes toward procedural justice than the other two 

types. After carefully checking the vegetable farmers’ indications about 

procedural justice, we find that their judgments about the procedural 

justice of local agricultural bureaus were largely based on their personal 

experiences. These who indicated positive views about procedural justice 

frequently volunteered their own personal experiences in dealing with the 

local agricultural bureaus or other relevant experiences. As explained by 

some of them: 

… Yes. They are indeed honest. I used to contact them. They are nice… They 
did not do any decisions for us. But these technical officers who sell seeds 
and pesticides are nice… (Quotes from case D.S.NO.11) 

… I agree that they are honest… I think they are doing well. They will come 
if there is any pest problem with the vegetable plant. There was an 
agricultural science and technology station in the past, but now it does not 
exist… Overall I think they are doing well… (Quotes from case C.X.NO.2) 

On the contrary, other vegetable farmers denied procedural fairness of 

the local agricultural bureau by referring to their personal experiences. 

Consider for instance some quotes below:  
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… They are not so honest. Last time they were supposed to issue some 
subsidies for these who planted vegetables. But few of us got subsidies. The 
financial subsidies were given to the large vegetable bases. Although some 
of them did not plant lots of vegetables…The officers of the local 
agricultural bureau seldom come. The government has a close relationship 
with the rich. I heard that someone who only kept a few pigs got a subsidy 
of a several hundred thousand RMB. However, other persons who kept 
hundreds of pigs did not get any subsidy. It always happens… (Quotes from 
case N.L.NO.8)  

… It depends on their personal qualities. It depends on if he himself is 
honest or not… It is hard to say. Some of them came in the very beginning. 
But all they did was just asking… I think that their work is just so so. We 
plant small-scale vegetable fields. The local government does not care about 
us… (Quotes from case N.L.NO.12) 

… We seldom deal with local agricultural bureau officers. Sometimes they 
come and ask for our vegetable production, or deliver some 
announcements… The fairness of their decisions is just so so… I have no idea 
about their job performance. We seldom deal with the agricultural bureau… 
(Quotes from case N.L.NO.4) 

… I do not agree at all. There are lots of officers working in the agricultural 
bureau. They are paid by the state on time and in full. But few of them truly 
provide guides for the farmers. In our county, the government pays little 
attention to the vegetable production. The state emphasizes grain 
production. However, vegetable development is very weak in legal, 
technical and financial supports… I do not agree that their decisions are fair, 
either… I know little about the local agricultural bureau’s work on 
developing rice. But I do know that I am not satisfied with their job on 
vegetable production. The state advocates that science should go to the 
countryside. But I seldom see science materials in our county. Sometimes I 
have to borrow some necessary material from other places. We had a 
vegetable section in the past. But it was re-affiliated to the commerce 
bureau later. Now there is little enforcement on vegetable regulation… 
(Quotes from case D.S.NO.1)  

… I do not think that the officers are honest. I love to tell the truth. Taking 
pesticides as an example, some pesticides the agricultural technology 
station sells are fake. But we cannot distinguish them. They always tell us 
what they sell are good ones. But sometimes what we bought cannot kill 
pests. Then they suggested that we use more. But it sometimes does not 
work. I think the pesticides and fertilizers in the agricultural technical 
stations are too expensive as the prices are controlled by them. Sometimes I 
wanted to buy fertilizers in the agricultural technical station, but they 
compelled us to also buy ammonium bicarbonate at higher prices. The state 
controlled the price in the past, but now it does nothing… We plant 
large-scale green onions in the village. Some villagers knew from the 
computer that there were subsidies in other places. But we never received 
any subsidy. We have no “guanxi”. Now the government is not good. They 
seldom help us. Few officers are good… (Quotes from case D.L.NO.9) 
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… I never met officers in the local agricultural bureau. I did not hear that 
they came here either… The local agricultural bureau seldom helped us. In 
our village, there are more than 50 households who plant vegetables. The 
vegetable fields are over 150 acres. We are supposed to get financial 
subsidies from the government. But we never get any subsidies. We gave up 
planting rice and have planted green onions here for more than 10 years. 
But the government continues to ask us to pay for irrigation fees, even 
though we need to use water in the reservoir. This is wrong… (Quotes from 
case D.L.NO.2)  

Generally speaking, the interviewed vegetable farmers tended to refer 

to their own personal experiences or other experiences when asked about 

procedural fairness. As Tyler (1990) already discussed when analyzing if the 

meaning of procedural justice is universal, he found that “the 

characteristics of the person do not influence the criteria used to assess 

whether a procedure is fair. In other words, different types of people define 

the meaning of procedural justice in the same way”. He argued that “the 

meaning of procedural justice changes in response to the nature of the 

person’s experience with the legal authorities” and “this suggests that 

definitions of the meaning of justice within particular settings may be part of 

the cultural beliefs shared by members of our society” (Tyler, 1990, p156-57). 

We largely found that what vegetable farmers have experienced influenced 

their views on the legitimacy of the legal authorities.  

Short Summary 

This section mainly analyzed the vegetable farmers’ views about procedural 

justice and subsequently the variations among their attitudes. It  found 

that the vast majority of interviewed vegetable farmers indicated negative 

or mixed attitudes toward procedural justice, while a few of them indicated 

positive views. It  also found that such a variation was not explained by 

the nature of the vegetable farmers or other variables but largely originated 

from their personal experiences or other related experiences in relation to 

the pesticide-enforcing activities of the enforcement authorities.  

4.6.3 Procedural Justice and Farmers’ Pesticide Compliance  

As discussed in the last section, vegetable farmers tended to posit similar 

negative attitudes toward the procedural fairness of the local agricultural 

bureau. This section mainly discusses the association between the 
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vegetable farmers’ perceived procedural justice and their pesticide 

compliance behaviors (see Table 4.19).  

Table 4.21 Association between farmers’ perceived procedural justice and pesticide 
compliance 
Pesticide 
behaviors 

 Procedural justice 
Positive Mixed Negative Elusive/missing 

Use of types of 
pesticides 

Compliant No.  7 58 29 9 
% 70.0 90.6 85.3 81.8 

Noncompliant No. 3 6 5 2 
% 30.0 9.4 14.7 18.2 

Total 10 64 34 11 
Disposal of 
pesticide 
containers 

Compliant No. 3 35 9 3 
% 30.0 54.7 26.5 27.3 

Noncompliant No. 7 29 25 8 
% 70.0 45.3 73.5 72.7 

Total 10 64 34 11 

Time interval Compliant No. 5 23 15 6 

% 50.0 35.9 44.1 54.5 

Noncompliant No. 5 41 19 5 
% 50.0 64.1 55.9 45.5 

Total 10 64 34 11 

Notes: Percentages do not always add up to 100 because of rounding. Total number of 
respondents =119.  

Similar to the general duty to obey, it seems that there is no clear 

relationship between procedural justice and compliance behaviour. 

Specifically, taking the use of types as an example, more vegetable farmers 

who indicated a positive procedural justice stated compliance,which is 

consistent with the theory (70.0 percent, total n=10). However, the majority 

of farmers who indicated a negative procedural justice also stated 

compliance (85.3 percent, total n=34). Thus, it is concluded that there is no 

obvious relationship between procedural justice and the vegetable farmers’ 

pesticide compliance behavior. This is different from Tyler’s (1990, 1997) 

procedural justice theory. Tyler argued that people’s judgement about 

procedural justice affected their views on the legitimacy of the authorities 

and these views in turn shaped compliance. The inconsistency here might 

be attributed to the situation that procedural fairness is discussed in the 

specific context of pesticide regulation rather than being examined by 

asking about their experiences with the political and legal authorities, 

including the police and courts (Tyler, 1990: P8). Moreover, different 

methods of measuring procedural justice might influence the results. This 

study mainly analyzed three aspects (honesty of enforcement officers, 
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decision fairness and the overall evaluation of the pesticide enforcement 

authority), while Tyler (1990) designed a series of detailed questions 

concerning the fairness of percedures excercised by the political and legal 

authorities. Finally, procedural justice is discussed in a Chinese regulatory 

context rather than a Western one. The differences in these two regulatory 

systems or regulatory cultures might contribute to the variation. This 

research strives to add some inspirations for analyzing and discussing how 

procedural justice influences compliance in a non-Western regulatory 

context. Similar to the deviance for the general duty to obey, here the 

“excessive” compliance could be explained by other motivations discussed 

in the compliance model. Deterrence, operational cost-benefit calculation, 

morals, descriptive social norms, or general duty to obey might be reasons 

contributing to the vegetable farmer’s pesticide compliance.  

Short Summary 

This section focused on analyzing how the perception of procedural justice 

influences the vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance behavior. It  found 

that there was no obvious link between the two, which might be attributed 

to the different regulatory contexts, different methods of measurement or 

different regulatory systems and cultures. There was a large proportion of 

vegetable farmers who reported the absence of positive perceived 

procedural justice but still complied. Such excessive compliance might be 

fostered by other relevant factors discussed in the compliance model, like 

deterred threats, operational cost-benefit calculation, descriptive social 

norms, personal morals, etc.  

4.7 Chapter Conclusion 

This chapter seeks to understand how the proposed legitimacy shapes 

compliance in the Chinese pesticide regulatory context. It mainly discusses 

the vegetable farmers’ perceptions of the four component elements of 

legitimacy as well as the variations amongst their perceptions, and tries to 

uncover their influences on pesticide compliance behaviors. Some caveats 

apply to this study. First, even though it proposes a theoretical framework 

for understanding compliance within the legitimacy paradigm, this does 

not mean that all the norms are included in the framework (e.g. the 
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injunctive social norms). Second, analyzing legitimacy independently does 

not mean that the deterrence model or other variables are excluded. Third, 

some research puzzles in the study still remain unsolved, such as the 

inconsistency of the general duty to obey and procedural justice’s 

influences in shaping compliance in the Chinese pesticide regulatory 

context.  

- Some practical implications for enforcing pesticide compliance in 

China 

First, the amoral calculated approach or deterrent sanctions and legal 

punishments and/or economic incentives are not the only strategies 

enforcing compliance. Situational legitimacy could also be a plausible 

factor fostering compliance. Vegetable farmers might even comply with the 

presence of positive legitimacy element(s) even though the elements of 

amoral calculation are absent. 

Second, in general, the enforcement authorities should take legitimacy 

issues more into account, especially descriptive social norms of pesticide 

compliance and morals, as they are strongly related to compliance. 

Following Kagan and Scholz (1984), enforcement agents should act more as 

politicians and teachers rather than police.  

Third, descriptive social norms could be powerful strengths 

influencing pesticide compliance. In this case, the enforcing strategy should 

be adaptive to different types of vegetable farmers. The pesticide 

authorities should pay more attention to educating and changing the 

perceptions of descriptive social norms of compliance of the individual and 

small cooperative or association vegetable farmers. Given the situation of a 

limited enforcing capacity, the enforcement resources should be tilted to 

disposal of pesticide containers and time interval. 

Fourth, moral appeals could also be powerful sources of pesticide 

compliance control. Strengthening the vegetable farmers’ ethics may prove 

to be a very effective strategy against pesticide violation. An enforcement 

intervention in terms of providing information about the consequences of 

pesticide violation as well as an individual’s responsibility to prevent such 

consequences might be a workable mechanism to activate vegetable 

farmers’ moral rules. In addition, improving their education levels as well as 

their legal knowledge by providing pesticide training courses and technical 
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instructions could also be a feasible method influencing their intrinsic 

moral rules and thus enforcing compliance. 

Fifth, strengthening the sense of the general duty to obey might be 

beneficial in the furtherance of some vegetable farmers’ pesticide 

compliance. Publicizing the legitimacy of the rules might be a strategy for 

stimulating compliance. In addition, the pesticide enforcement agencies’ 

intervention to improve the vegetable farmers’ moral obligation to comply 

might also help as it may interact with and influence their general duty to 

obey and thus enhance compliance. However, the limit here is that the 

general duty to obey is not clearly linked to compliance. The farmers’ 

perceptions of obligation to obey are linked to their personal experiences, 

which cannot be affected by simply improving enforcement.  

Sixth, enhancing procedural justice itself might not directly support 

pesticide compliance, while promoting the procedural fairness of pesticide 

enforcement could indirectly foster compliance by affecting the vegetable 

farmers’ consciousness of the obligatory duty to obey the law. First, for the 

pesticide enforcement agency, it is necessary to understand how 

information is communicated and spread among vegetable farmers and 

exercise enforcement discretion appropriately. Second, it might be helpful 

to publicize the existence of fair procedures for pesticide enforcement.  

Seventh, financial incentives and economic support could also be 

stimuli to motivate vegetable farmers’ pesticide compliance. For example, 

in this case, the economic support of constructing waste storage pools 

stimulated compliance with rules on pesticide container disposal. However, 

economic constraint tended to incur violations with the time interval even 

though some vegetable farmers morally disapproved of an illegal time 

interval.  

- Some theoretical implications 

First, the compliance legitimacy study in the Chinese pesticide 

regulatory context demonstrates that the legitimacy approach could be 

powerful in explaining compliance in a non-Western regulatory context. In 

this study, a situational relationship between pesticide compliance and the 

legitimacy elements was elaborated. In other words, how the legitimacy 

elements influence pesticide compliance was a circumstantial issue. The 

vegetable farmers’ legitimacy perceptions affected their pesticide 

compliance in a situational way. Their legitimacy perceptions varied under 
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differing circumstances, including the type of vegetable farmer, geographic 

location, the local economy, the nature of the vegetables they plant, their 

educational level, pesticide knowledge and technical training, and their 

personal experiences.  

Second, this study proposed a theoretical framework for examining the 

influence of legitimacy on compliance, which added some inspirations to 

the social and moral scholarship. In this study, four component elements 

were incorporated in the legitimacy paradigm and separately analyzed 

based on empirical data, which set an example for analyzing social and 

normative views comprehensively.  

Third, the Chinese case adds some inspirations to the existing 

literature on compliance. The scores on all legitimacy variables seemed 

similar to these from earlier studies. This was surprising given the 

developmental and authoritarian nature of China. Especially scores on 

procedural justice and general duty to obey the law were not as low as was 

expected. Nonetheless, procedural justice seemed to behave differently. It 

had a comparatively low score in comparison to other variables. However, it 

was quite reasonable when considering the Chinese legal system and the 

regulatory culture.  

Fourth, the larger n qualitative approach features inductive and 

informative advantages, which brings out new and different views in 

contrast to the existing literature. It helps with figuring out the situational 

or circumstantial relationship between pesticide compliance and 

independent legitimacy; that the four elements of legitimacy interweave 

and affect one another; that legitimacy is linked to costs and benefits as 

well as capacity, although economic factors or capacity variables were not 

directly measured in this chapter. Some of them might be consistent with 

one another and strengthen compliance; some of them might counteract 

one another and only the stronger part influences compliance. Finally, it 

was discovered that some legitimacy elements have more influence on 

compliance than others, with moral and social legitimacy performing more 

strongly than systematic and procedural legitimacy. 

 

 




