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“Identity Fluidity’: An Explanatory Framework for
Incentivizing Non-Staff Personnel

DENG Biling
(School of Sociology, Wuhan University)

Summary: Against the backdrop of advancing governance formalization and persistent constraints on
staffing quotas, effectively motivating non-staff personnel has become a crucial issue for understanding the
resilience of grassroots governance. Existing studies have predominantly adopted a static perspective,
examining the structural position of non-staff personnel within governance systems and often categorizing
them as “clerks” within the traditional framework of the “separation between officials and clerks”, thereby
overlooking the “identity fluidity” of non-staff personnel and its motivational implications. Drawing on a
case study of Jinfeng Town, Zhangjiagang City, Jiangsu Province, this study broadly defines “non-staff
personnel”, introduces “identity fluidity”, and identifies it as a key mechanism underlying their motivation
in resource-rich regions.

The study finds that grassroots governments construct a hierarchical identity spectrum and
institutionalized mobility channels, thereby transforming static identity allocation into a dynamic ladder of
advancement. The core of the “identity fluidity” mechanism lies in the systematic reshaping of non-staff
personnel’s incentive perceptions through institutional design, enabling them to develop positive
expectations that sustained effort can lead to identity transformation and hierarchical advancement. This
mechanism reinforces the link between performance and rewards while reducing negative judgments tied
to stigmatized identities. Meanwhile, it integrates economic incentives, political incentives, and
organizational identification into non-staff personnel’s pursuit of identity transformation. However, these
institutional arrangements do not automatically generate sustained incentive effects; their effective
operation depends on dynamic “boundary governance techniques”. Grassroots governments reconstruct
symbolic boundaries to assign value and direction to identity transformation, regulate social boundaries
through internal stratification and competition to motivate identity advancement, and adjust psychological
boundaries to control incentive intensity while strengthening organizational identification.

Further analysis indicates that in regions with abundant fiscal resources and strong administrative
capacity, grassroots governments’ management and motivation of non-staff personnel may develop into a
highly rationalized and institutionalized form of informal governance, reflecting a shift in grassroots
personnel autonomy from quantitative expansion to qualitative enhancement. Although this mechanism
mobilizes human resources and enhances governance effectiveness, its operation depends on local fiscal
resources and village-level organizational permeability, while potentially reinforcing bureaucratic
orientations in village governance. Therefore, managing and motivating non-staff personnel should not rely
solely on strategic innovation by grassroots governments but should also be supported by institutional
coordination and resource allocation from higher-level governments, so as to balance incentive
effectiveness against governance risks.
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