
Research Series on the Chinese Dream
and China’s Development Path

Peilin Li   Editor

The Quality 
of Life in 
Contemporary 
China



Research Series on the Chinese Dream
and China’s Development Path

Series Editors

Yang Li, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China

Peilin Li, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China



Drawing on a large body of empirical studies done over the last two decades, this
Series provides its readers with in-depth analyses of the past and present and
forecasts for the future course of China’s development. It contains the latest
research results made by members of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. This
series is an invaluable companion to every researcher who is trying to gain a deeper
understanding of the development model, path and experience unique to China.
Thanks to the adoption of Socialism with Chinese characteristics, and the
implementation of comprehensive reform and opening-up, China has made
tremendous achievements in areas such as political reform, economic development,
and social construction, and is making great strides towards the realization of the
Chinese dream of national rejuvenation. In addition to presenting a detailed account
of many of these achievements, the authors also discuss what lessons other
countries can learn from China’s experience.

Project Director

Shouguang Xie, President, Social Sciences Academic Press

Academic Advisors

Fang Cai, Peiyong Gao, Lin Li, Qiang Li, Huaide Ma, Jiahua Pan, Changhong Pei,
Ye Qi, Lei Wang, Ming Wang, Yuyan Zhang, Yongnian Zheng, Hong Zhou

More information about this series at https://link.springer.com/bookseries/13571

https://springerlink.bibliotecabuap.elogim.com/bookseries/13571


Peilin Li
Editor

The Quality of Life
in Contemporary China



Editor
Peilin Li
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
Beijing, China

ISSN 2363-6866 ISSN 2363-6874 (electronic)
Research Series on the Chinese Dream and China’s Development Path
ISBN 978-981-16-7020-6 ISBN 978-981-16-7021-3 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-7021-3

Jointly published with Social Sciences Academic Press
The print edition is not for sale in China (Mainland). Customers from China (Mainland) please order the
print book from: Social Sciences Academic Press.

Translation from the Chinese language edition: The Quality of Life in Contemporary China by Peilin
Li, © Social Sciences Academic Press 2018. Published by Social Sciences Academic Press. All Rights
Reserved.
© Social Sciences Academic Press 2022
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publishers, whether the whole or part of the
material is concerned, specifically the rights of reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting,
reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and
retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now known
or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publishers, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publishers nor the authors or
the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publishers remain neutral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd.
The registered company address is: 152 Beach Road, #21-01/04 Gateway East, Singapore 189721,
Singapore

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-16-7021-3


Series Preface

Since China’s reform and opening began in 1978, the country has come a long way
on the path of socialism with Chinese characteristics, under the leadership of the
Communist Party ofChina.Over 30 years of reform, efforts and sustained spectacular
economic growth have turned China into the world’s second largest economy and
wroughtmany profound changes in theChinese society. These historically significant
developments have been garnering increasing attention from scholars, governments,
and the general public alike around the world since the 1990s, when the newest wave
of China studies began to gather steam. Some of the hottest topics have included the
so-called China miracle, Chinese phenomenon, Chinese experience, Chinese path,
and the Chinese model. Homegrown researchers have soon followed suit. Already
hugely productive, this vibrant field is putting out a large number of books each year,
with Social Sciences Academic Press alone having published hundreds of titles on a
wide range of subjects.

Becausemost of these books have beenwritten and published inChinese, however,
readership has been limited outsideChina—even amongmanywho studyChina—for
whomEnglish is still the lingua franca. This language barrier has been an impediment
to efforts by academia, business communities, and policy-makers in other countries
to form a thorough understanding of contemporary China, of what is distinct about
China’s past and present may mean not only for her future but also for the future of
the world. The need to remove such an impediment is both real and urgent, and the
Research Series on the Chinese Dream and China’s Development Path is my answer
to the call.

This series features some of the most notable achievements from the last 20
years by scholars in China in a variety of research topics related to reform and
opening. They include both theoretical explorations and empirical studies and cover
economy, society, politics, law, culture, and ecology, the six areas in which reform
and opening policies have had the deepest impact and farthest-reaching consequences
for the country. Authors for the series have also tried to articulate their visions of the
“Chinese Dream” and how the country can realize it in these fields and beyond.

All of the editors and authors for the Research Series on the Chinese Dream and
China’s Development Path are both longtime students of reform and opening and

v



vi Series Preface

recognized authorities in their respective academicfields.Their credentials and exper-
tise lend credibility to these books, each of which having been subject to a rigorous
peer review process for inclusion in the series. As part of the Reform and Develop-
ment Program under the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film, and
Television of the People’s Republic of China, the series is published by Springer, a
Germany-based academic publisher of international repute, and distributed overseas.
I am confident that it will help fill a lacuna in studies of China in the era of reform
and opening.

Shouguang Xie



Introduction: Towards a Greater Emphasis on
the Quality of Life

China has set itself the goal of building a xiaokang society in all respects by 2020.
Xiaokang is a traditional Chinese expression for what may be understood as a “com-
fortably well-off life.” Before being used to symbolize a milestone in the course of
China’s modernization, the phrase traditionally described a sort of peaceful, idyllic
village life. In this book,we shall refer to xiaokang society by its official English trans-
lation: “moderately prosperous society,”1 or more comprehensively, “moderately
prosperous society in all respects.”

“Moderately prosperous” refers more to the quality of life (as measured by
comprehensive social indicators) rather than merely the level of economic develop-
ment (as measured by per capita GDP). After 38 years [sic2] of reform and opening
up, China has seen rapid economic development, momentous social change, and a
steady rise in the living standards of her people. These same years have also seen
China moving toward a greater emphasis on the quality of life.

From the “Take-Off Mode” to a New Stage of Growth

In 2008, the 30th anniversary of reform and opening-up, GDP per capita in China
exceeded USD 3000 for the first time. Various attributes of China’s development
during that period ledme to believe that China had in fact begun to embark upon a new
phase of socioeconomic development. The fundamental characteristics of socioe-
conomic development during that period were, to a very large extent, completely
unrecognizable from that of the “economic take-off mode” three decades ago. In

1 See, for instance, the official work report delivered by Xi Jinping at the 19th CPC Congress.—
Trans.
2 This book was originally published in 2016. China launched economic reforms known as “reform
andopeningup” (gaige kaifang) in 1978,whichmade2016 the 38th anniversary ofChina’s economic
reforms.—Trans.
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viii Introduction: Towards a Greater Emphasis on the Quality of Life

other words, I was arguing that China had by then already moved past the take-off
mode.

In that case, what stage of development did China enter after her economy had
taken off? Of course, according to the development goals that China had set for
herself, we may say that the country had entered the stage of “building a moderately
prosperous society in all respects,” which is an overarching term for the stages of
development that would span from 2000 to 2020. However, this characterization does
not lend itself easily to international comparison. Put differently, how is the stage of
“building a moderately prosperous society in all respects” related to the universally
accepted concept of an “(economic) take-off mode”?

The idea of an “economic take-off” was first proposed by the American economist
W. W. Rostow in his book, The Stages of Economic Growth, published in 1960.
Rostow divided the economic growth of a country and society into five stages (later
increased to six3): the traditional society, the preconditions for take-off, the take-
off, the drive to maturity, the age of high mass-consumption, and “beyond mass-
consumption.”

However, most of Rostow’s writings on these stages were merely descriptive,
with the exception of the “take-off mode.” His research focused on the take-off
mode, for which he provided a more detailed definition. Rostow argued that, in
“taking off,” an economy overcomes traditional economic structures, for which three
preconditions are required. First, theremust be a rise in the rate of effective investment
and savings to 10% of national income or more. Second, take-off requires the pre-
dominance of a modern industrial sector. Third, there must be institutional changes,
i.e., the establishment of political, economic, and social institutions that allow for
the expansion of the modern sector. Among theWestern countries, Britain “took off”
during the last two decades of the eighteenth century, France and the US “took off”
over some decades before 1860, while Germany achieved the same between 1850
and 1875. Similarly, Japan achieved her take off in the last 25 years of the ninteenth
century.

Thus, we see that these countries took roughly two to three decades to complete
their economic take-offs. From these dates, it is also apparent that Rostow’s concep-
tion of the economic take-offwas largely equivalent to basic industrialization.Rostow
also proposed certain specific indicators characteristic of an economic take-off:
his theories in this respect would later be known as the Rostovian take-off mode.
However, the other stages that Rostow spoke of have mostly been forgotten. The
age of high mass-consumption, frequently mentioned in the media, is perhaps an
exception, although it has so far failed to become an established theory.

After reform and opening-up, I was one of the earliest researchers to charac-
terize the course of China’s long-term development as a “social transformation.”
By social transformation, I meant China’s transformation from an agricultural, rural

3 Rostow would go on to describe a sixth stage in his 1971 book Politics and the Stages of Growth,
which the author termed the “beyond mass-consumption stage” (chaoyue dazhong xiaofei jieduan).
Rostow himself originally called this stage “the search for quality.” See W.W. Rostow, Politics and
the Stages of Growth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), p. 22.—Trans.
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and (semi-) closed society to an industrial, urban, and open society. In other words,
the usual process of modernization experienced by countries and societies, marked
by industrialization and urbanization. This is a theoretical generalization based on
common knowledge. Yet, back when most attention was focused on the transition
from a planned economy toward a market economy, this characterization provided a
perspective from which to scrutinize development from a longer horizon and greater
dimensions, which assumed that momentous social changes would continue even
after the economic system had been reformed. The transformation of the social
structure would become a different force that drives social change—a force that is
more fundamental and long-term in nature.

This characterization of China’s development from “pre-traditional to modern,”
which encapsulated a rather long horizon, was not without its drawbacks: It does
not clearly define the various stages in between, which makes it difficult to form a
workable definition that may be directly applied to the analysis of each specific stage.
Hence, we require a new characterization of the post-take-off stage, which would
allow us to analyze the changes that have taken place during this phase in China’s
development. Ultimately, I decided on the concept of a “new growth stage.”

In late 2009,when Iwaswriting the general report for Social Analysis and Forecast
of China 2010, I opted for the heading “A New Growth Stage of Development.” At
the time, the report outlined the characteristics of this new growth stage from six
aspects:

1. Industrialization and Urbanization Advancement Enters Middle Period of the
New Growth Stage

2. Changes in Social Structure Breaks with the Dualistic Structure of Urban and
Rural Areas

3. People’s Lifestyle Enters a New Growth Stage of Mass Consumption
4. Higher Education Enters New Growth Stage of Mass Education
5. Social Security Enters New Growth Stage of Extensive Coverage
6. FromEconomicReform toComprehensiveReform, Transition to aNewGrowth

Stage

Thereafter, I made repeated attempts to formulate a more persuasive characteri-
zation of the new growth stage to make clear that this is a new stage of development
radically different from the past. In late 2014, I wrote a Preface for Social Analysis
and Forecast of China 2015 titled “The New Stage of Growth Against the Backdrop
of the ‘New Normal’.” In this preface, I outlined the following major attributes of
China’s current transition between different stages of development.

First, the transition between different stages of urbanization. At the global level,
urbanization has generally been sub-divided into four phases: (1) urban popu-
lation growth, (2) suburbanization, (3) de-urbanization, also known as counter-
urbanization, and (4) re-urbanization. China’s level of urbanization first exceeded
50% in 2011 and has reached 56.1% in 2015. Urbanization in China can be described
as a form of accelerated, leapfrog development. On the one hand, the overall urban
population is still growing. On the other hand, China is already seeing trends of
suburbanization and de-urbanization. This indicates the dawn of a new stage: Though
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these trends are as yet largely manifested in the forms of “agrileisure,” retirement
in rural villages, and the running of tertiary industries in rural areas by urban resi-
dents, they are signs of a future trend. Suburbanization and de-urbanization do not
imply a reversal of urbanization, but rather a new phase of urbanization with greater
urban–rural integration that will breed vast new opportunities for further develop-
ment. Although China’s huge population makes it unlikely that urbanization can be
achieved merely through population influx into cities, it is nevertheless likely that
urbanization levels in China will continue to increase until sometime around 2035,
when 75% of the Chinese population will be living in urban areas. In this respect,
China still has great flexibility for structural adaptation and room for development,
making it advisable to move along with prevailing trends and actively promote new
forms of urbanization. These new trends will also require China to find new ways
to manage internal migration. Given the urban–rural stratification in the household
registration (hukou) system, it will be necessary to integrate the hundreds of millions
of rural migrants flowing into cities, as well as manage the flow of urban residents
into rural areas, whether for leisure or business.

Second, shifts in the labor market as China transitions between different stages of
development. Unemployment rates in China have not increased despite the slowing
economic growth rates—urban unemployment surveys, which reflect the actual rates
of unemployment, have been closely aligned with registered urban unemployment
rates (which are somewhat statistically limited in terms of sample size). Given that
previous slowdowns had led to higher unemployment, this was a rather pleasant
surprise. Despite slowing economic growth, companies in the Yangtze Delta and
Pearl RiverDeltawere insteadworried thatmigrantworkerswould not return after the
Spring Festival break—which had not been the case during the cyclical fluctuations
of the past decades. This was mainly due to three factors:

1. Immense government efforts to promote job creation, which resulted in more
than ten million new jobs in 2014 alone.

2. Job growth attributable to the rapid development of modern service industries.
The service sector contributed more to job growth than either the primary
or secondary sector. For instance, there was a great increase in new forms
of employment, such as in Beijing’s express delivery and “designated driver”
(daijia)4 services.

3. Profound shifts in the relationship between supply and demand for labor. China’s
working-age population has begun to shrink, both in proportional and in absolute
terms, making it highly likely that China will experience a structural labor
shortage in future.

4 Daijia (literally “substitute driver”) has been translated as “designated driver (services).”Basically,
an inebriated user would use a car-hailing app (Didi, for instance) to “hail” a “driver on behalf”
that will drive them home in their own car. In English-speaking countries, this would probably be
known as “drive home services” or “valet services.” However, daijia is unique to China in terms
of both scale and pricing—such services are far cheaper, and hence more popular, in China than in
most Western nations.—Trans.
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Theory-based estimations indicate that therewill be large numbers of unemployed
rural residents. However, given the ageing of the rural labor force, it will be difficult
for these workers to be effectively deployed in the industrial sector, given that such
jobs generally require youngerworkers.Whendesigning employment policies,China
must pay great heed to these new trends. Wage levels will continue to increase, and
it will be necessary for China to adapt correspondingly by intensifying workforce
training schemes and focusing on labor productivity as a new source of growth. China
still has great potential in this respect.

Given that employment is closely related to livelihoods, it is inadvisable for China
to lower her guard even though the labor market has improved somewhat. There is
still a need to boost employment and promote entrepreneurship, especially when
it comes to graduate employment, re-deployment of workers laid off as a result of
policies to cut production capacity, and re-employment of workers laid off from
small and medium-sized businesses facing economic challenges. The provision of
aid to unemployed individuals must continue to be a priority in social governance.
In addition, with the changes in the labor market, a younger generation of migrant
workers will intensify their demands for greater rights, leading to a higher incidence
of labor disputes, which will make it necessary to further develop channels for social
mediation and law-based resolution.

Third, shifts in income distribution as China transitions between different stages
of development. In general, income gaps have widened steadily in China since her
reform and opening up, as the result of both the laws of a market economy and
economic policies orientated toward economic efficiency (which had the unfortunate
effect of increasing income inequality). This trend peaked in 2008, when the Gini
coefficient reached 0.491.

2008 to 2014 saw a gradual decline in the Gini coefficient, which was the result
of three factors. First, the urban–rural disparity had begun to shrink. Per capita
net rural incomes had grown at a higher rate than urban disposable incomes for
four consecutive years. Second, regional disparities have been kept in check. The
relatively underdeveloped local economies of central and western China had been
growing at a higher rate than the more developed eastern regions for nearly a decade.
Third, large-scale poverty alleviation efforts have come to fruition. Income inequality
has been worsening among most major nations, including the USA, Russia, and
India; only China and Brazil have managed to buck this trend. The improvement in
China’s income distribution has provided new conditions that are advantageous for
her transition toward a model of economic growth and development based on greater
consumption. However, income inequality in China remains high relative to other
countries. China needs to vigorously address the problem of income inequality, given
that it not only holds back economic growth and stymies economic fairness, two of
China’s development goals, but has also become a deep-seated cause of various social
problems.

Fourth, shifts in the employment structure duringChina’s different stages of devel-
opment. The tertiary sector contributed 50.5% to total GDP in 2015, exceeding 50%
for the first time, which was a significant sign that China was about to transition from
the “middle stage of industrialization” to the “late stage of industrialization.”Because
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employment flexibility was greater in the tertiary sector than in the secondary sector
(which was in turn higher than in agriculture), this shift in the economic structure
was also reflected by changes in the employment structure. Alternatively, we may
say that the employment structure in China was perhaps on the verge of a new stage,
i.e., the “white-collar age,” where the majority of the labor force will be employed in
white-collar jobs. The white-collar age was also when ideas such as the “age of high
mass-consumption” and the “middle class” were first proposed inWestern countries.
Despite being somewhat controversial, these topics attracted widespread discussion.
The formation of a middle class, on the one hand, contributes to social stability and
harmony, as well as the formation of mainstream values. On the other hand, it also
entails the arrival of an age of diversity and individualism, where new approaches to
social governance will be required.

Fifth, shifts in household consumption during China’s different stages of devel-
opment. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, final consumption expenditure
and household consumption expenditure have successively declined for more than a
decade in proportional terms. However, these trends have been shifting in recent
years; in particular, final consumption expenditure and household consumption
expenditure have been contributing more strongly toward economic growth. In 2015,
final consumption accounted for as much as 66.4% of GDP growth, becoming the
most significant driver of economic growth. Although China’s age of “imitative,
wave-style consumption”5 has basically ended, diversified, individualized mass-
consumption has yet to reach its full potential. In particular, there has been rapid
development in new forms of consumption, such as telecommunications, leisure,
travel, retirement, housekeeping, health care, education, personal fitness, and online
shopping. Consumers have begun to put greater store on the quality of life, espe-
cially in aspects such as health, food safety, air and water quality, sense of content-
ment, and happiness. The age of high mass-consumption has also seen an ever-
increasing tendency toward consumerism, leading to economicmaterialism, “money-
mindedness” and widespread conspicuous consumption. Any economic contraction
will then have the potential to easily arouse broad discontentment and a relative
sense of deprivation. This is a potential problem that social governance in China
must remain vigilant against.

Sixth, shifts in population ageing trends during China’s different stages of devel-
opment. As of 2014, 14.9% of the Chinese population, more than 200 million, are
above the age of 60. Population ageing has become a global problem in the 21st
century. As of today, China has the largest population of elderly persons in the
world, more than 250,000 Chinese citizens crossing the threshold into “old age”
each day. China’s population ageing is characterized not only by sheer numbers but
also speed. In addition, young people are increasingly drawn toward urban areas,
causing rural areas to experience more severe population ageing than urban areas.

5 “Imitative, wave-style consumption” (mofangxing pailangshi xiaofei) refers to trends in consump-
tion characterized by wide-reaching fads that ebb and flow in popularity. For instance, household
appliances were once in great vogue, spawning large numbers of companies that produced largely
homogenous products, which inevitably led to market imbalances when something else came into
fashion.—Trans.
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Population ageing also has made increased pressures on elderly care in China. As
the average size of a Chinese family shrinks, the traditional mechanism for elderly
care, where seniors live with their children, has been threatened, making it ever more
important to build a social retirement safety net. Large-scale institutionalized elderly
care remains a rarity—most seniors will continue to spend their golden years living
at home. There is an urgent need to develop social services for elderly persons in
the community, such as catering, health care, home care, and emergency services.
These will require innovative social governance models that involve a greater role
for the non-governmental sector, in order to lower the costs of social governance and
provide better social services.

The characteristics of China’s transition between different stages of development,
on the one hand, indicate that Chinese society will continue to undergo momentous
social changes even after the economy transitions to the “new normal,”6 featuring
medium-high growth rather than fast growth. In this respect, China still has huge
structural flexibility and room for development. On the other hand, it indicates that
China will require new strategies, policies, and initiatives to respond to the new,
radically different, issues and challenges that have arisen during the course of her
development.

A Shift in Focus: From Standard of Living to Quality of Life

When a country or society reaches a certain stage of development, it is inevitable that
the people will come to place a greater emphasis on the quality of life. This stronger
emphasis on quality is also one of the fundamental attributes of the new growth stage
and closely linked to its other characteristics.

Before reform and opening up, China’s development emphasized xian shengchan,
hou shenghuo (“first production, then life”)7 and neglected the role of consumption
in boosting the economy. In the context of economic development, this policy orien-
tation manifested as an emphasis on heavy industry over light industry, the latter
being closely related to the material needs of daily life. Ultimately, it resulted in a
disconnect between production and consumption—there were shortages in nearly
all daily necessities. Even basic sustenance was sometimes a problem. After reform
and opening up, China reversed direction, opting to base economic development on
the production of daily necessities, which resulted in a rapid rise in incomes and
consumption. Back when the economic reforms of 1978 had just been initiated, the
bicycle, wristwatch, and sewing machine were known colloquially as the san da jian
(“three big things”) which were deemed to be representative of the living standards

6 The “new normal” generally refers to a stage of growth that emphasizes the quality and sustain-
ability of economic development, in contrast to China’s breakneck growth in the past. While the
inherent limitations of economic forecasting make it difficult to put a number on “medium-high”
growth, it is generally understood as a rate of growth somewhere between 6% and 7%.—Trans.
7 Basically meaning that raw economic development should take priority over the quality of life.—
Trans.
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of the people. In the 1990s, the original “three big things” had been supplanted by
the television, refrigerator, and washing machine. Today, housing, cars, and insur-
ance have become the new “three big things.” The speed of change has exceeded all
imagination.

The first hallmark of a greater emphasis on the quality of life is the greater value
placedon food safety.When economic reformswerefirst initiated, theChinese people
had nearly zero awareness of food safety. At the time, basic sustenance, colloqui-
ally known as neng chi bao (“able to fill your stomach”), was the benchmark for
the good life. In fact, the universal standard for measuring rural living standards
was “amount of grain per capita.” After basic sustenance was no longer a problem,
“eating well” (chi hao, meaning better nutrition) became the new pursuit. Per capita
spending on non-staple foods (as a proportion of total food expenditure) became
an important indicator for whether people were “eating well.” After better nutrition
became the norm, people came to place greater store on other forms of consump-
tion, such as education, travel, telecommunications, leisure, and so on. At this time,
“food expenditures as a proportion of total spending,” i.e., Engel’s coefficient, an
internationally adopted benchmark, became the basic indicator for measuring living
standards. Now, at a stage of development characterized by the pursuit of quality of
life, people demand not only to “fill their stomachs” and “eat well,” but also to “eat
organic” and “eat natural.” A series of food safety scandals have caused people to
view food safety as an important factor in ensuring a greater quality of life.

The second hallmark of a greater emphasis on the quality of life is the greater value
placed upon the environment, particularly air quality. During the childhood years of
mostChinese alive today, azure skies dottedbywhite clouds and starry nightswere the
norm. Sadly, most people failed to appreciate these—the environment did not seem
to have much to do with the quality of life. After reform and opening up, the rapid
pace of economic growth caused an immense increase in environmental pollution.
Still, most people accepted that this was a necessary price for higher incomes and
greater living standards. “Pollute first, clean up later” also seemed to be a path of
development that was hard to sidestep.

Yet, the course of history can sometimes be altered by a single incident. In mid-
January 2013, the city of Beijing endured successive days of severe smog, which
led authorities to issue an “orange alert” (the second-highest level), which caused
large numbers of air travelers to be stranded at airports. Much of central and eastern
China, from the northeastern and northern regions to the Huang-Huai8 and Jiangnan
regions, was blanketed in air pollutants. In some regions, visibility was less than one
hundred meters. Among the 120 key cities monitored by theMinistry of Ecology and
Environment, 67 were deemed to be polluted, while 22 expressways across eleven
provinces were partially closed. This incident led to nationwide reflection. What are
we pursuing? What is the point of development? What was the point of pursuing
living standards or quality of life if the air was so terrible that one had to don masks
when outdoors? A new social consensus was taking shape: “lucid waters and lush
mountains are invaluable assets.”

8 Referring to the region south of the Yellow River and north of the Huai River.—Trans.
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The third hallmark of a greater emphasis on the quality of life is the greater value
placed upon health and personal fitness. As living standards improved, average life
expectancy became an important indicator for measuring the quality of life. The
increase in life expectancieswas not only due to better living standards, but also due to
improvements in the healthcare safety net and advances in medicine. The large, fatal
pandemics of the past, including leprosy, bubonic plague, smallpox, schistosomiasis,
dengue fever, and various viral influenzas, have gradually been conquered by the
human race. However, new fatal diseases such as cancer have reared their ugly heads.
Health has become an important aspect of the quality of life, which has given a great
boost to health-related industries. Poor health has become an important factor that
adversely impacts the quality of life.

The fourth hallmark of a greater emphasis on the quality of life is the greater value
placed upon greater social engagement. The transition from an agrarian society to an
urban society is also a transformation from a “society of acquaintances” to a “society
of strangers.” A society’s level of psychological care is often linked to the loneliness
and depression suffered by people living in a society of strangers, as well as the
psychological stress caused by fast-paced modern life. Although psychological care
is not well-developed in China, interpersonal relationships, which are important in
Chinese culture, often act as a substitute. Nonetheless, against the backdrop of rapid
social development, increasing numbers of people are suffering from loneliness,
depression, and paranoia, the result of living among a society of strangers. At the
same time, people are also developing an ever-stronger awareness of liberty, rights,
and participation, which have made social expression, social trust, social support,
social justice, and social engagement important conditions for ensuring a greater
quality of life.

The fifth hallmark of a greater emphasis on the quality of life is the greater value
placed upon emotional well-being. For a long time, quality of life was assessed
solely on the basis of material living conditions and associated welfare indicators.
Today, people have come to place an unprecedented emphasis on happiness and
contentment.

A Review of Previous Research on the Quality of Life

The American economist John Kenneth Galbraith was one of the first researchers
to explore the quality of life from a theoretical perspective. In The Affluent Society,
published in 1958, Galbraith argued that quality of life should not only measured in
terms of private wealth. Quality of life also referred to the enjoyment or pleasure,
that people derived from creature comforts, “conveniences of life” and “spiritual
fulfillment.” Of course, Galbraith also pointed out that, although happiness was a
universal pursuit, there remained great uncertainty with regard to actually measuring
happiness. He stressed that, at the time, there was a stark contrast between private
wealth and the filthy public environment in America, arguing that the latter was a
major impediment to quality of life. Galbraith characterized it thus:
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The family which takes its mauve and cerise, air-conditioned, power-steered and power-
braked automobile out for a tour passes through cities that are badly paved, made hideous
by litter, blighted buildings, billboards, and posts for wires that should long since have been
put underground. They pass on into a countryside that has been rendered largely invisible
by commercial art. (The goods which the latter advertise have an absolute priority in our
value system. Such aesthetic considerations as a view of the countryside accordingly come
second. On such matters we are consistent.) They picnic on exquisitely packaged food from
a portable icebox by a polluted stream and go on to spend the night at a park which is a
menace to public health andmorals. lust before dozing off on an air mattress, beneath a nylon
tent, amid the stench of decaying refuse, they may reflect vaguely on the curious unevenness
of their blessings.

Galbraith believed that, after attaining personal prosperity, the daily demands of
the population would pivot toward a focus on the quality of public services—this
made it necessary to correct the erroneous notion that wealth was solely generated by
the private sector. After its publication, The Affluent Society was immensely popular
for a time. The USA had just declared a “war on poverty,” and The Affluent Society
became recommended reading for scores of college students.

Galbraith wrote The Affluent Society against a specific historical backdrop. The
renowned contemporary American historian Eric Foner dedicated a chapter titled
“An Affluent Society” (1953–1960) in Give Me Liberty: An American History, with
sections respectively titled A Changing Economy, A Suburban Nation, The Growth
of the West, A Consumer Culture, The TV World, A New Ford, Women at Work and
at Home, A Segregated Landscape, Public Housing and Urban Renewal, and The
Divided Society. Foner described the “Golden Age” experienced by Americans then
in the following passage:

On the surface, the decade of the 1950s seemed uneventful. It was a time of widespread
affluence in the United States, the beginning of an unprecedented economic expansion that
lasted until the early 1970s.Millions of Americansmoved to the suburbs, where they enjoyed
accessed to an astonishing array of consumer goods that poured out of American factories,
including cars, television sets, and household appliances…

In every measurable way—diet, housing, income, education, education, recreation—most
Americans lived better than their parents and grandparents had. By 1960, an estimated 60%
of Americans enjoyed what the government defined as a middle-class standard of living. The
official poverty rate, 30% of all families in 1950, had declined to 22% a decade later (still to
be sure, representing more than one in five Americans).

It was also then that someAmerican academics and government officials launched
the “social indicators movement” in an attempt to incorporate comprehensive social
indicators into the formulation of development strategies, evaluation of national
conditions, social planning, social policies, and assessment of the quality of life.
The overarching goal of the movement was to move beyond the traditional practice
of measuring development and living standards solely using economic indicators.

In the 1950s and1960s,American academia sawgreat enthusiasm for research into
quality of life. In 1957,GeraldGurin, JosephVeroff, and Sheila Feld of theUniversity
ofMichigan, in collaborationwith other research institutions, conducted a nationwide
randomized survey which focused on studying the mental health and happiness of
Americans. In 1965, Hadly Cantril published a comparative study that measured
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levels of general satisfaction across 13 countries (including the US). Almost at the
same time, Norman Bradburn conducted a nationwide survey in America, where
respondents were asked to rate their levels of happiness.

Social Indicators, a collection of academic papers edited by Bauer in 1964,
focused on the indirect impact of national spatial planning on American society.
These research findings aroused widespread interest in the quality of life. Rostow
closely examined related issues in his 1971 book Politics and the Stages of Growth,
which defined the “age of high mass-consumption” as a higher stage of development
that would succeed the take-off stage.

Back then, the University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center and the
University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research were the two main university-
based polling centers in the USA. These institutions were active participants in large-
scale questionnaire surveys on the quality of life and played a key role in collecting
relevant data. Thereafter, the quality of life gradually became a dedicated field of
research pursued all over the world. In fact, the field was deeply influenced by
the practice of measuring social quality using a system of comprehensive social
indicators.

In the 1990s, research institutions all over the world began to review the practice
of simply using individual economic indicators to measure standards of living and
development. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) proposed the
Human Development Index (HDI) in the Human Development Report 1990, which
measures the socioeconomic development of the variousUNmember states. TheHDI
forms a stark contrast with the World Bank tradition of ranking countries by devel-
opment standards using gross national product (GNP). The HDI is a comprehensive
index based on three variables: life expectancy at birth, the “education index,” and
“a decent standard of living.”

Since 1990, the UNDP has published the HDI for each country annually and in so
doing played an important role in guiding the corresponding development strategies
adopted by developing countries. In 1997, the EuropeanCommission pointed out that
it was inadequate to solely rely on economic stimulus when addressing the issues
that have surfaced in the various EU member nations, as a focus on economic policy
would not resolve structural problems faced by the EU. The political, economic, and
social stability of the various EU member nations could be effectively safeguarded
only by revisiting social policies.

It was in this context that the EU issued the Amsterdam Declaration on the Social
Quality of Europe, which pointed out that the various EU member nations should
work toward increasing their employment rates, alleviate poverty, and increase the
healthcare and social resources available to the public. The declaration also specified
that improving “social quality” should be a main target of EU policies. In addition,
the declaration also clearly states that social quality was to be defined by indicators
in four respects: social security, social cohesion, social inclusion, social empow-
erment. The theoretical framework for social quality differs from the theoretical
framework for quality of life or the HDI. Social quality focuses more on the inter-
active process between individual development and social development. In social
quality theory, overall social development is quantitatively assessed by measuring
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economic and social indicators, while the quality of social development is assessed
from the perspective of social safety nets, the individual’s level of social inclusion,
their “life chances” (or opportunities for personal development) and their level of
individual agency.

After reform and opening up, with the rapid rise in living standards, Chinese
scholars also began to pay attention to the quality of life. As a result, the importance
of social indicators came to be increasingly appreciated. In 1983, China’s National
Bureau of Statistics proposed a draft outline concerning social indicators and began
to publish relevant time series data from 1984 onwards. In 1985, Professor Lin Nan, a
Chinese American sociologist, and the Institute of Sociology at Tianjin Academy of
Social Sciences jointly conducted a questionnaire survey that covered 1,080 house-
holds in Tianjin. In 1987, Professor Lin teamed up with the Institute of Sociology
at Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences to conduct yet another survey on a similar
scale. Later, based on these data, the team would develop structural models that
studied the relationship between quality of life and social indicators. InOctober 1987,
at a seminar on social reforms and “lifestyle theory” convened in Tianjin, several
academicswould explore in greater detail the concept of quality of life, related indica-
tors, and the contemporary state of relevant research in foreign academia. Thereafter,
quality of life became a common topic of research and discussion among Chinese
sociologists.

Beginning in 1988, the Institute of Sociology at the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences, during a research project on social development and social indicators,
organized together with partner institutions, proposed five groups of indicators for
measuring the overall social development in a particular region. Later on, a research
project led byZhuFangqing, a researcher at the Institute, would track and evaluate the
quality of life and level of social development in China for several years, ultimately
proposing a system of indicators that included household consumption, income,
fulfillment of basic needs (food, clothing, and so on), energy consumption, “conve-
niences of life” (shenghuo fangbian chengdu), and “spiritual fulfillment” (jingshen
shenghuo). In 1989, a research group from the Institute of Sociology at the Jiangsu
Academy of Social Sciences studyingmodernization and “new socialists” distributed
questionnaires in urban and rural areas of five Chinese provinces (Jiangsu, Henan,
Jilin, Sichuan, Guangdong), asking residents to rate their quality of life.

From 1987 to 1990, several sample surveys were conducted in parts of the munic-
ipalities of Beijing, Xi’an, and Yangzhou by a research group from Peking Univer-
sity’s Department of Sociology that was pursuing research into the quality of life.
Apart from including objective indicators, the researchers also added “reference
indicators”9 to measure other factors that impacted an individual’s perception of his

9 “Reference indicators,” in this context, refers to the measures against which an individual assesses
his quality of life. For instance, when asking respondents to rate their present living standards, the
researchers also asked them to rate the living standards that they enjoyed five years ago (i.e. the
“reference indicator”). They found that an individual’s subjective rating of their present circum-
stances was correlated with such “reference indicators.” In a similar vein, they also discovered that
“keeping up with the Joneses” had a measurable effect on how satisfied an individual is with their
quality of life.—Trans.
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quality of life. In addition, the researchers “consolidated” various objective indica-
tors using “intermediary evaluative indicators.”10 Ultimately, they obtained a three-
level11 model that explained the role of subjective and objective factors in influencing
the quality of life.

In December 1991, a group of researchers engaged in comparative research on the
population and quality of life in China, which included members of Fudan Univer-
sity’s Institute of Population Research, Nanjing University’s Population Research
Institute, and the Institute of Population Economics at the former Beijing Institute
of Economics,12 launched an academic seminar on the quality of life, attended by
scholars from all over China. The attendees discussed definitions of “quality of life,”
relevant indicators, as well as ways to measure quality of life, eventually coming up
with many useful insights. Based on the conference papers, the first monograph on
quality-of-life research was published in 1992.

Research related to the development of a “moderately prosperous society” has
pushed research on the quality of life in China to a new level. In 1991, researchers
from the Institute of Sociology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, including
myself, Lu Xueyi, and Zhu Qingfang, published a book titled “China’s Moder-
ately Prosperous Society in 2000,” wherein we proposed a system of social indi-
cators for China’s xiaokang society which included sixty indicators spanning six
major categories and compared these with the standards used in other countries. In
2003, Zhu Qingfang and I published another book, titled Build a Well-Off Society in
China,13 which further elaborated upon an indicator system and standards for evalu-
ating China’s progress toward a “moderately prosperous society in all respects.” The
book also comparatively evaluated the various provinces and regions of China, as
well as fifty-seven major municipalities. During this period, the National Bureau of
Statistics also officially released a set of sixteen indicators, known as the xiaokang
shehui zhibiao tixi [Indicator System of a Moderately Prosperous Society], as well
as a more comprehensive set of twenty-three indicators known as the “Statistical
Indicator System of Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Aspects.”

The greater emphasis on quality of life has promoted research in this area, whereas
such research has in return motivated reflections upon the standards used to measure
quality of life. By reviewing past academic literature on the quality of life, we may
perhaps draw the following conclusions. Firstly, “quality of life” is a concept distinct
from standards of living. Generally, a better quality of life is built upon higher living
standards, but the former is not wholly based upon the latter. Secondly, among the

10 Basically, respondents were asked subjective questions that covered an entire range of objective
indicators. For instance, objective indicators such as the size of a respondent’s dwelling, the number
of people in the same household, and so on,were “consolidated” into one subjective survey question:
“Do you feel that you live in a crammed dwelling?”—Trans.
11 The three levels are respectively, in ascending order, “objective indicators,” “subjective ratings,”
and “satisfaction with a particular aspect of life” (such as quality of housing).—Trans.
12 In 1995, the Beijing Institute of Economics merged with other institutions to become the Capital
University of Economics and Business.—Trans.
13 “Well-off” here also refers to xiaokang—at the time, translations were not as standardized.—
Trans.
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material conditions that determine the quality of life, an increase in living standards
also cause changes what people demand and expect in life. Certain qualities that are
easily neglected when living standards are low, such as air quality, insolation, traffic
conditions, daily conveniences, population intensity, and crime rates, have become
important factors that impact the quality of life. Thirdly, as living standards increase,
subjective indicators, such as happiness, sense of satisfaction, and social identity,
have also become indicators that are key to measuring the quality of life. At the same
time, these subjective indicators remain connected to particular social structures,
social relations, and social systems.

Analytical Approach and Content Framework

The emergence of social indicator analysis has greatly promoted research into quality
of life. Assessing the quality of life through social indicators makes it possible
to compare the different qualities of life in various countries, regions, and cities.
This allows us to rank different localities based on their residents’ quality of life,
which often attracts considerable media coverage that leads to widespread attention.
However, this enthusiasm for using social indicators to formulate rankings has the
tendency to lead researchers in less-than-ideal directions, where they prefer to expend
their energies on descriptive indicators rather than inquiries into the causal factors
that impact the quality of life.

All assessment systems for social indicators suffer from a fatal weakness, i.e.,
that it is near impossible for them to be entirely independent. Regardless of what
methods are deployedwhen selecting indicators, and regardless of howmany (or few)
indicators are ultimately selected, the results cannot be said to be entirely “scientific”
or “exhaustive.” Given that different scholars hold different theoretical assumptions,
the indicators that they select will be different, which inevitably impact the outcomes
of their rankings.

Research on the quality of life should return to analyzing and uncovering the
underlying laws governing a society’s development, which requires that researchers
focus their efforts on various specific fields of research. Certainly, compared to rocket
scientists who can accurately plot a missile trajectory, social scientists cannot be
expected to have as acute a grasp of the laws behind the intricate workings of society,
because there are too many complex, uncontrollable factors that underlie social
phenomena. Of course, social phenomena are not entirely random and arbitrary.
There are deep-seated laws that govern the trends by which they develop.

Our research is based on the analysis of data acquired through large-scale sample
surveys. However, we do not aim to establish a comprehensive system for evaluating
social quality. Neither do we hope to evaluate the quality of life in different regions
or cities. There has been much previous research on these topics—at present, it is
difficult to imagine how such approaches may lead to new research breakthroughs. In
contrast, we hope that this book may demonstrate our understanding of the concept
of “quality of life” in terms of both breadth and depth and establish a theoretical
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framework for related analysis, in order to explain the disparities between reality
and what is predicted by social indicators. For instance, why do people shy away
from localities that have been deemed to have a higher “quality of life”? Why are
reported “levels of happiness” higher in some localities deemed to have a lower
“quality of life”?

Our analytical approach in this book covers four types of factors that impact
the quality of life: (1) objective factors, such as income, consumption, employment,
education, housing, and health care; (2) subjective factors, such as happiness, sense of
satisfaction, perceptions of environmental quality, and judgment on whether society
is “good”; (3) social factors, such as social justice, social trust, social support; (4)
social mechanisms, such as social mobility, social participation, and social cohesion
(see Fig. 1). The chapters of this book are largely organized in accordance with this
framework.

Analysis of Objective Factors:

Fig. 1 Quality of life—an analytical framework

Peilin Li
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Chapter 1
Consumer Stratification and Quality
of Life

Yi Zhang

In order to prevent China from falling into the “middle-income trap” amidst down-
ward pressures on the economy, policy makers were forced to seek a balance
between three imperatives—exports, investment and consumption—and design rele-
vant economic policies in a targeted manner to ensure their consistency with current
economic development goals. However, given that a weak global economy has led to
sluggish exports and investment, domestic demandhas become themain force driving
the overriding imperative of economic growth. Meanwhile, the Chinese consumer
market is transitioning from “imitative, wave-style consumption”1 towards multi-
tiered, individualized, and diversified consumption patterns, as President Xi Jinping
pointed out during his address at China’s Central Economic Work Conference in
December 2014. This situation, on the one hand, reflects the progressive upgrading
of consumption in China after the country entered the “middle-income stage”. On
the other hand, it also implies that social stratification will lead to segmentation in
consumer markets.

Thus, national masterplans designed to stimulate the economy need to be closely
in tune with the consumption preferences of different social groups, while also taking
into account the need to improve the quality of life across the board given the uneven
income distribution in China. On this basis, I analyze the marginal propensity to
consume of different social groups from the perspective of social stratification and
provide proposals for policies that stimulate consumption. In addition, specificmeans
for improving the quality of life will be discussed, with reference to the consumption
characteristics of different social groups.

Meanwhile, when producers and distributors target different groups with products
of different price ranges, qualities, and features, consumers will gradually be divided

Y. Zhang (B)
National Institute of Social Development, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China

1 See note in Introduction—Trans.
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into “hierarchical categories” based on their purchasing preferences. This is a funda-
mental conclusion derived from sociological research. Both “Conspicuous consump-
tion” (or the consumer demand from the “leisure class”2) and non-rational forms of
consumption that have been “infused” with cultural symbolism3 are consumption
trends that are an inevitable outcome of social stratification. Given these circum-
stances, the formulation policies for stimulating consumption and domestic demand
is greatly served, in terms of both theory and practice, by treating social groups as
a variable in research on social stratification in China, the different consumption
propensities of different social groups, and their quality of life.

1.1 Literature Review, Data, Research Methodology
and Main Variables

(1) Literature Review

In his 1971 book, Politics and the Stages of Growth, Rostow sought to explain the
demand of the masses for a higher quality of life by proposing that “the age of mass-
consumption” would be succeeded by “the search for quality”. According to the
tenets of Rostow’s theory, China should be at a turning point between what he called
“the drive to maturity” and “the age of high mass-consumption”. When discussing
the peculiarities of consumption in Chinese society, Wang Ning also pointed out
that Chinese cities are gradually becoming “consumer societies”, even though China
remains, on the whole, a “dual-track” society where mass production and “elite
consumption” co-exist (Ning 2009).

It can be said that the dawn of the industrial society liberated human beings from
the material scarcity of agricultural societies. Large-scale mechanized production
gave rise to new forms of supply and a wider range of consumer goods. Thus, indus-
trial societies and post-industrial societies gradually became consumer societies.
For instance, Simmel argued that, given income constraints, when the upper classes
emphasize the “heterogeneity” of their consumption, themiddle class and the “under-
class” would bring themselves closer to the upper class by means of imitating trends
in “fashion”.4 This is also as Baudrillard argued: in a consumer society, consump-
tion of material goods has transformed into a symbol of social status. Hence, in the

2 “Potlach” is a concept described by the American anthropologist Franz Boas. His student Ruth
Benedict clarified that the concept was more closely related to “Kwakiutl potlatches”, serving as an
analogy for extravagantlywasteful consumption that serves to showoff one’swealth and set one apart
from others. In The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen variously described consump-
tion by the leisure class as “conspicuous consumption”, “visible consumption”, and “vicarious
consumption”.
3 In The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, Daniel Bell analyzes “rational” and “non-rational”
forms of consumption when discussing Veblen’s research.
4 See Philosophie der Mode [The Philosophy of Fashion] by Georg Simmel.
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“grand narrative”, consumption would become status symbols,5 where people begin
to emphasize the symbolic value of consumption goods over their use-value. This
phenomenonwas also discussed incisively byDaniel Bell in The Cultural Contradic-
tions ofCapitalism (Bell 2010).Although later sociological research on consumption,
particularly the postmodernist literature, came to emphasize various other aspects,
whether the influence of the mass media or the autonomous choice of the consumer,
they were largely in agreement as regards to how consumption in industrial societies
serve as symbols of identity and status.6

Description and analysis of a consumer society from a qualitative perspective
profoundly characterizes the various transitions from an agricultural society to an
industrial society to a post-industrial society, from a society of material scarcity to a
society of material abundance, and from a closed society to a globalized society, as
well as the outcomes thereof. However, the fluctuations inherent in amarket economy
lead to extremely complex outcomes.

When the economy is booming, the supply of consumption goods automatically
generates demand, in a fashion similar to that describedbySay’s law.However, during
economic downturns, a slowdown in consumption will cause existing surpluses to
be exacerbated. Thus, given the segmented nature of consumer markets, more quan-
titative research is needed to inform the formulation of optimal masterplans for
satisfying or stimulating consumer demand, and enact institutional arrangements
that can be accepted by each social group, especially those less affluent. After all,
levels of happiness depend on the satisfaction derived from either consumption itself
or relative equity in consumption levels.

The German statistician Engel was one of the first to use quantitative indicators
to describe how consumption patterns vary across social groups. In so doing, Engel
discovered that food expenditures decreased as incomes increased. This is precisely
why theUNFood andAgricultureOrganization has used Engel’s coefficient to divide
consumers into different tiers, i.e. “extremely poor”, “barely subsisting”, “moderately
well-off”, “affluent”, and “extremely affluent”.7 Since the initiation of economic
reforms, China’s Engel’s coefficient has been progressively declining, from 57.5%
in urban areas and 67.7% in rural areas in 1978 to 39.2 and 49.1% respectively
in 2000, and then again to 35.0 and 37.3%.8 When using Engel’s coefficient as a
means for identifying different social groups, researchers have also taken into account
the impact of the Asian Financial Crisis on the Chinese market. In a paper titled
“Consumption Stratification: An Important Perspective for Stimulating Economic

5 See The Consumer Society by Jean Baudrillard.
6 Pierre Bourdieu, 1984, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, London: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul. In research on class distinction and the “symbolism of consumption” in
post-industrial societies, some post-modernist scholars believe that consumption is no longer signif-
icant to class distinction. However, this does not undermine the classical sociological theory that
consumption plays a role in class distinction in industrial societies.
7 The UN FAO classifies social groups by their Engel’s coefficient into “extremely poor” (above
0.60), “barely subsisting” (0.50–0.59), “moderately well-off” (0.40–0.49), “affluent” (0.30–0.39),
and “extremely affluent” (below 0.30).
8 As determined by data from the China Statistical Yearbook for the relevant years.
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Development”, Li Peilin and Zhang Yi discussed how social status, as an objective
variable, can inform policies for stimulating domestic consumption (Li and Zhang
2000).

But there are certain limitations to Engel’s coefficient. First, in the long run,
Engel’s coefficient will trend downwards as incomes grow. In the short run, however,
Engel’s coefficient may trend either downwards or upwards.

Second, a society’s Engel’s coefficient is generally stable. However, under the
impact of certain factors, profound changes in the supply side may lead to shifts
in consumption patterns. An increase or decrease in other forms of consumption
may result in strong fluctuations in Engel’s coefficient and cause it to lose its ability
to explain differences in the quality of life. For instance, a family that takes out a
mortgage on a home may see a strong decline in its Engel’s coefficient due to the
increase in mortgage payments. By the same principle, when rural residents build
new homes, they lower their spending on food.

In these circumstances, a decrease in Engel’s coefficient does not necessarily
indicate a rise in current quality of life. In fact, it may even reflect temporary declines
that result from lower levels of spending on food or other forms of consumption.9 In
reality, many people have a tendency for skimping on basic necessities to purchase
expensive “durable consumer goods”. Furthermore, in many scenarios, mortgages
take a long time to pay off even as the broader economy continues to fluctuate. During
economic downturns, if mortgage payments cannot be reduced even as current or
expected income levels decline, a lower Engel’s coefficient would become entirely
irrelevant to measuring quality of life.

A rise in Engel’s coefficient can be caused by a rise in food prices, a decline in
non-food prices, or a broadening income gap caused by greater levels of growth in
the income of affluent social groups. This means that there are times when rising
incomes across the board are not necessarily accompanied by absolute declines in
Engel’s coefficient.

Hence, based on the fundamental principles behind Engel’s coefficient, it is
more meaningful to divide consumption into the consumption of basic necessities
and consumption that serves future development, which would allow us to apply
Engel’s coefficient to analysis of consumption trends and purchasing behavior when
discussing changes in household consumption patterns. In reality, when studying
income structures and consumption patterns, many scholars separately consider
income derived from different sources and consumption through different channels
to allow for more detailed analysis.10 This is because a more detailed breakdown
of income and consumption allows us to more clearly discern trends of change in

9 Apart from housing, there are many other factors that may lead to a rise or decline in Engel’s
coefficient. These include expenses on education, healthcare, or elderly care for the infirm, all of
which lower proportionate spending on food.
10 Research by Li Shi and Luo Chuliang discovered that different levels of expenditure on education
and healthcare not only have an impact on current income gaps, but also on future income gaps,
given that such expenditures have a deep impact on children’s future opportunities. See Li Shi
and Luo Chuliang. “Changes in Household Income Inequality in China: Short-term Variation and
Long-term Trend”, Comparative Economic and Social Systems, no. 4 (2012).
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each form of consumption (as a proportion of total consumption). This also facili-
tates better research on the impact of different forms of expenditure on consumers’
current and future quality of life.

We observe a clear hierarchy in consumption behavior because of the hierarchical
nature of human needs. In his 1891 foreword to Wage Labour and Capital, Engels
categorized the means of consumption into “the means of life, of the enjoyment of
life, and of the development and activity of all bodily and mental faculties”. In his
theory on the hierarchy of needs, Maslow also classified human needs into the cate-
gories of physiology, safety, belonging and love, esteem, and self-actualization. In
Maslow’s conception, humans can only pursue needs of a higher level after satisfying
needs of a lower level. Therefore, it is consumption that satisfies basic needs that is
most significant to less affluent social groups—the pursuit of future development is
possible only if life itself can be sustained.

Hence, it would be more helpful to policy makers if we were to quantitatively
break down household consumption into survival-oriented consumption (consump-
tion necessary for subsistence to sustain production and reproduction11 throughwork)
and developmental consumption12 (consumption that improves the quality of life and
one’s future development). This not only helps to stimulate consumer demand, but
can also ensure greater social equity in consumption patterns.

In contrast to economists, who analyze consumption patterns using an abstract
unit (i.e. money), sociologists focus on preference and location when studying the
consumption of specific goods by different social groups (Wang 2007; Zhu 2012).
For instance, it is common for surveys to ask respondents where they dine (choices
include expensive restaurants, food courts, ordinary establishments, and street food),
where they purchase their clothes, whether their household owns a computer, televi-
sion, refrigerator, washing machine, automobile, and so on.13 The basic frameworks
of sociological research assume that those who dine in expensive restaurants and
purchase branded clothing are of higher social status and enjoy a better quality of
life. This undoubtedly serves to identify class distinctions in a buyer’s market, or
even during the transition from a buyer’s market to a seller’s market.

But when there is a supply glut, or when a seller’s market emerges, because
of the smaller differences between the use-value of various consumer goods, their
value as status symbols will exceed their use-value. Hence, it would be ineffective to
simplistically base class distinctions on the types of consumer goods. For instance,
there are great gaps in the price and quality of cars, televisions, refrigerators and
computers. Class distinctions that are only approximately based on such categorical
variables would be highly unpersuasive. However, it would be undoubtedly far too
cumbersome to ask the respondent to specify the brand, price, product specifications,
energy consumption, and location of purchase of every durable good owned by

11 Referring to the Marxist concept of “economic reproduction”—Trans.
12 Consumption for the enjoyment of life may be categorized under developmental consumption.
13 Many recent surveys have included questions regarding expenditures on dining, apparel, and
household appliances. See the various CASS and CAS surveys.
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their household. In addition, such data is extremely hard to obtain.14 Surveys of
consumption on branded goods and antiques show that, in the context of markets
saturated with counterfeit products, it becomes even more difficult to sieve the chaff
from the wheat and make a better judgment on the quality of data.

In such circumstances, if we ignore the different tastes of various social groups,
assuming instead that branded consumption goods with cultural symbolic value
command greater prices, and that prices can reflect differences in spending power,
we may study consumption preferences and patterns by identifying different social
groups through household spending power, or the amount of money that a household
spends on certain types of products or services during a certain period. This would
also facilitate our discussion of various market-oriented stimulus policies. In addi-
tion, greater social equity should be a fundamental focus of such policies.15 Gary
Becker, through quantitative analysis of relevantmodels, vividly described consump-
tion by a household or an individual as “a process of production or reproduction”
whereby income utility is maximized from the satisfaction derived from spending
on consumer goods that serve as status symbols (Becker 1987, pp. 9–10)

(2) Data

This article uses data from the Chinese General Social Survey 2013 by the Insti-
tute of Sociology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. The CGSS 2013
collecteddata from10,206 respondents thatwere randomly selected, includingdetails
on their socioeconomic status, income and consumption, and household expen-
ditures on food, clothing, utilities, rent, financial support for parents, weddings,
funerals, education, travel, healthcare, entertainment, household appliances, mort-
gage payments, phone bills, and commuting. This allowed researchers to analyze
respondents’ consumption patterns.

(3) Research Methodology

In research on the sociology of consumption, some scholars focus on the actual
consumption of goods to analyze how consumption levels, preferences, and trends
differ across social groups. Some researchers also determine levels of real consump-
tion for each social group through levels of nominal consumption, which then allows
them to analyze the impact of consumption on quality of life.

In this chapter, I determine levels of actual consumption by each social group
based on nominal consumption expenditures. We then demonstrate the relationship
between income and consumption through an analysis of their average propensities
to consume. Thereafter, we demonstrate how income growth can lead to changes in
demand. This allows us to make policy proposals informed by class analysis.

14 Bourdieu used “taste” as a variable in research on the consumption preferences of different social
groups to divide respondents into “avant-garde” and “traditional”.
15 Any expenditure on stimulus policies should fundamentally serve to enhance social equity.Hence,
any government investment in this respect should have safeguards against exacerbating the social
divide between affluent and less affluent social groups.
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(4) Main Variables

First, from the perspective of operationalization, we assume a respondent’s socioeco-
nomic status reflects that of their household. Some researchers have argued that this
may not always be true, but have been unable to propose feasible alternatives. Mean-
while, much research has shown that a father’s socioeconomic status is positively
correlated with the socioeconomic status of his children, while a husband’s socioe-
conomic status is highly correlated with that of his wife. Hence, I divide respondents
into the class of business owners, new middle class, old middle class, working class,
and farmers based on their “employment status” (i.e. whether they are part of the
class of business owners), level of professional skill required by their job, and their
“power” in the workplace.

The class of business owners mainly refers to those who do not engage in labor but
instead employ others to work for their companies. This class can be further subdi-
vided into “owners of large businesses” (those who employ more than ten people)
and “small businesses owners” (those who employ seven or fewer).16 However, we
do not make this distinction in our chapter as China does not have a large class of
business owners.

The middle class can be divided into the new middle class and the old middle
class. In class analysis, some researchers make this distinction while others often
do not. But as a matter of academic principle, it is necessary to divide the middle
class into the new middle class (referring to those employed in white collar jobs)
and the old middle class (referring to persons in various forms of self-employment),
because of the great differences in their individual backgrounds, level of educational
attainment, and working environment. Themain reason for making this distinction in
the present chapter is that I believe there are differences in their level of consumption.

The working class are those blue-collar workers that are employed in various
industries. This includes both semi-skilled workers and menial laborers.

Farmers are defined as members of households primarily engaged in agriculture,
forestry, animal husbandry, and fishery, i.e. those who derive a living from their own
land through the household contract responsibility system. Here, it is important to
note that a respondent who is a worker employed in these industries is categorized as
part of the working class. Respondents who own agricultural businesses that employ
agricultural workers are categorized as part of the class of business owners.

Second, we define household expenditures per capita on food, clothing, utilities,
rent, healthcare, maintenance of parents, weddings, and funerals to be consumption
that serves basic household needs (i.e. survival-oriented consumption), while house-
hold expenditures per capita on education, travel, entertainment, household appli-
ances, phone bills, and commuting are defined as “developmental consumption”. In
general, a household would consider how much should be spent on developmental
consumption only after taking care of survival-oriented consumption.

16 In his research, Erik Wright, a prominent analytical Marxist sociologist, once divided members
of the “capitalist class” into those who hired fewer than 10 employees and those who hired 10 or
more.
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When treating consumption as a variable, we consider consumption expenditures
from the perspectives of average and marginal propensity to consume. The average
propensity to consume is the ratio of a household’s current consumption to current
income, while marginal propensity to consume refers to how current consumption
expenditures are affected by changes in income.17 I first use an initialmodel to analyze
the overall average and marginal propensity to consume for each social group before
using an expanded model to analyze their marginal propensities for survival-oriented
and developmental consumption.

1.2 Average and Marginal Propensities to Consume
for Each Social Group

In all societies, income distribution has an impact on consumption. In addition,
income is also redistributed at the household level. Family altruism implies that
familymemberswith higher incomeswould transfer their incomes to familymembers
with lower or no incomes (Becker 1987). Hence, the per capita consumption of a
household plays an important role in the study of consumption. Though the purchase
of consumer goods may be based on individual preferences, total consumption in any
given period is necessarily constrained by total household income.18 In this sense,
class analysis accounts for constraints on spending power.

After dividing members of society into the class of business owners, new middle
class, old middle class, working class, and farmers, we discover that the class of
business owners, new middle class, old middle class, working class and rural class
respectively make up 4.67, 12.98, 13.92, 33.60 and 34.83% of the total labor force.
Thus,we see that 30-oddyears of economic reformshave led tomajor transformations
in China’s social structure. If we define the “middle class” to include the class of
business owners, new middle class, and old middle class, we find that this “middle
class”, the working class, and farmers, would each makeup roughly one-third of the
total labor force. Thus, we see that a predominantly rural society has become one
evenly dominated by the middle class, working class, and farmers. This change in
social class structure is fundamental to understanding the current policy landscape
in China.

The transition from the planned economy to themarket economy also brought vast
and rapid changes to class structure in China. These changes have also reinforced
overall trends in social transformation, reflecting a strong trend towards a “worker-
based” and “middle-class-dominated” society. It can be said that the size of the
working class in China is now the largest that it has ever been as a percentage of the
total population, while the middle classes (both old and new) are growing rapidly.

17 Per Keynes’ absolute income hypothesis, Ct = a + bYt + Ut , where Ct represents household
consumption in period t, a represents autonomous consumption (the vertical intercept, in graphical
terms),Yt represents income for the current period, andb representsmarginal propensity to consume.
18 For our purposes, a person living alone is considered as a “one-person household”.
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In other words, growth in China’s working and middle classes have coincided in
the same time and space. In future, with advances in agricultural modernization,
increased rates of land circulation, and increased educational enrollment, the size of
the farming population will shrink in both absolute and relative terms.

In addition, as both megacities and large cities assume the characteristics of post-
industrialized societies, the absolute size of the working class will stabilize after
reaching a certain level. The working class will also cease to grow as a proportion
of the total labor force once there is no need for further industrialization.

The old middle class will also stabilize after reaching a certain size, just as in
other East Asian countries strongly influenced by Confucian culture. Only the new
middle class will continue to grow in size to make up an ever-greater proportion of
the total labor force. As in any other market economy, it is impossible for China’s
class of business owners to make up a large proportion of the labor force.

This means that growth in the new middle class will lead to future transforma-
tion in China’s consumer markets. However, this transformation will be progres-
sive in nature. As the Chinese economy develops, investment will contribute less to
economic growth. Instead, as China deepens its ties with global markets, and with
continued tensions in global trade, fluctuations that result from growth driven by
external demand will also become more prominent. In such circumstances, domestic
demand will come to play a greater role in economic growth than in any other period.

However, widening income gaps will lead to greater divides in Chinese society.
Although figures from theNational Bureau of Statistics show that theGini coefficient

Table 1.1 Population structure and consumption propensity among different social groups (initial
model)

Social group Size as proportion of
labor force (%)

Average propensity to
consume (household)
(%)

Marginal propensity to
consume (household)

Class of business
owners

4.67 44.47 0.177*

New Middle Class 12.98 76.23 0.471*

Old Middle Class 13.92 83.24 0.513*

Working Class 33.60 83.94 0.395*

Agricultural
Workers

34.83 101.53 0.315*

Notes
(1) Actual size of the household is not considered, given that we assume that household socioe-
conomic status is equivalent to the socioeconomic status of the “head of the household” (i.e. the
huzhu, literally “master of the household”. The huzhu is generally the senior male member of the
household—Trans.)
(2) *p < 0.001
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Fig. 1.1 Average and marginal propensities to consume by social group

has been on the decline, it was still as high as 0.469 as of the end of 2014,19 suggesting
that the income gap remains rather large in China. This is also demonstrated by
differences in the average propensity to consume, which is determined by income
levels. As illustrated in Table 1.1, the average propensity to consume of the class
of business owners, new middle class, old middle class, working class, and farmers
is respectively 44.47, 76.23, 83.24, 83.94 and 101.53%. Farmers have an average
propensity to consume greater than 100% because some poor households have to
spend on basic necessities even if they have no income in the current period. This is
in line with Keynes’ “law” that average propensity to consume declines as incomes
grow.

This means that those with higher incomes—the class of business owners—tend
to spend less of their current incomes on consumption, instead saving or investing
the surplus. In contrast, social groups with lower incomes must direct their current
income towards basic needs to maintain standards of living that reflect the levels of
social development.

However, it was not necessarily true that households of higher socioeconomic
status had a lower marginal propensity to consume. Instead, marginal propensity to
consume was lower for farmers and the class of business owners, but higher for the
social groups in between (see Fig. 1.1). This means that income growth leads to
greater growth in consumption for some social groups compared to others. From the
CGSS 2013, we observe that farmers and the class of business owners had a lower
marginal propensity to consume than the new and oldmiddle classes and the working
class.

Trends revealed by the data have significant policy implications.
First, to stimulate economic growth through domestic demand, it is necessary

to first increase the income levels of those less affluent. Although those from more
affluent householdswould consumemore, on a per capita basis, than their less affluent

19 Zhonghua Renmin Gonghe Guo 2014 Nian Guomin Jingji he Shehui Fazhan Tongji Gongbao
[PRC2014National Economic and SocialDevelopment Statistics], http://news.xinhuanet.com/ttgg/
2015-02/26/c_1114446937.htm.

http://news.xinhuanet.com/ttgg/2015-02/26/c_1114446937.htm
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counterparts—consumers of higher socioeconomic status would consume more in
absolute terms—such consumers are small in numbers and have a lower average
propensity to consume. This means that their levels of consumption will cease to
grow after reaching a certain level.

This also implies that, when there is a large income gap (i.e. a higher proportion of
income goes towards the owning and middle classes), consumption by less affluent
social groups will be limited, while affluent social groups are less motivated to
consume as their needs have been fully met.

When domestic consumer goods can no longer satisfy the demands of affluent
social groups, they will develop a taste for foreign travel and shopping, where
international markets can provide them the “shopping satisfaction” that domestic
markets cannot. In so doing, these consumers “convert” domestic demand into foreign
demand, which has a strong stimulus effect on global markets but a very weak stim-
ulus effect on domestic markets. To encourage domestic spending by affluent social
groups, it is necessary to enhance the competitiveness of domestic brands and their
substitutability with foreign products. If it takes too long to enhance the value and
competitiveness of domestic household products or daily consumer brands, it would
become impossible in the near future to reverse the preference of affluent social
groups for foreign shopping, which would in turn have an adverse impact on policies
that seek to stimulate economic growth through domestic demand.

In addition, data on the average propensity to consume indicate that farmers,
the new and old middle classes, and the working class all have strong demand for
consumption. Potential for growth in consumption is greatest for farmers and the
working class. As their combined strength exceeds 2/3 of the total labor force, an
increase in their income levels will not only enhance overall spending power but also
lead to a greater rise in the overall quality of life.

In the long run, domestic demand would be more greatly stimulated by growth in
the incomes of less affluent social groups. However, efforts to increase the incomes
of farmers and the working class would take a long time to bear fruit. It is difficult for
a society to adjust income structures once income distributions have taken form and
mechanisms that impact income distribution have ossified. Furthermore, given that
enterprises’ overall management and technical capabilities remain low, policies that
increase their labor costs would also impact their competitiveness in the international
arena. This means that changes to consumption structure rely on changes to income
distribution, while changes to income distribution rely on changes to the industrial
structure, which in turn rely on the rate of technological innovation.

Second, the tendency of marginal propensities to consume to rise to a certain point
before falling (i.e. the so-called inverted-U curve) not only suggests that income
growth among farmers and the class of business owners does not lead to an increase
in their consumption levels. Greater incomes may lead to greater expenditures on
some goods and services but not others. Income elasticity of consumption is greater
for the working class and the new and old middle classes, with the old middle class
exhibiting the strongest marginal propensity to consume.

One major factor is that the old middle class is mainly comprised of older rural
migrants who have acquired shopfronts and become self-employed. In a sense, they
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have become “urbanized” over the years, but are still officially labelled as rural
migrants. After having become accustomed to urban life, most are unwilling to
return to the villages. Though it is difficult for them to fully integrate into urban life,
they have set down roots in cities with their unique “grassroots characteristics”, and
are hence more inclined towards spending on property and consumer goods.

Meanwhile, why is it that farmers have a strong average propensity to consume,
but a relatively weak marginal propensity to consume? One possible explanation
is that some of the goods produced by farmers are reserved for self-consumption,
for instance vegetables, grains, and fruits. In addition, the inadequacies of the social
safety net, in particularmedical insurance andold-age insurance,may compel farmers
to set aside their own “insurance”. At present, old-age insurance schemes for rural
residents are vastly inferior to that for urban workers. Although rural medical insur-
ance has improved since the introduction of the New Rural Cooperative Medical
Scheme, reimbursement rates remain low. Furthermore, a sizeable proportion of the
medicines dispensed inmany participating hospitals are not covered under insurance.

To a large extent, these factors constrain the spending power of farmers. In addi-
tion, rural households are generally frugal, while in keeping with the Chinese tradi-
tion, elderly parents in rural areas are dependent on their children for care. However,
today’s population is far moremobile, and their adult children have found themselves
drawn to the cities.

The new middle class, being more highly educated, has higher levels of human
capital, aswell as relatively stable incomes and social security. Their greater spending
power results in a stronger marginal propensity to consume. The middle class has
largelymoved on from the simple pursuit of use-value. Amidst the wave of globaliza-
tion, they have become more focused on the symbolic value of consumption. We can
predict that the new middle class will become even more inclined towards symbolic
value as China becomes a post-industrial society. As the use-value of consumer
goods take a backseat to their symbolic value, both Chinese and foreign manufac-
turers would have to adopt targeted strategies in their competition for customers in
a stratified market.

Given that the new middle class is growing rapidly, the old middle class will stay
largely at the same size, the working class will grow until a certain scale, while the
population of farmers will shrink, China will have to focus more on the targeted
marketing of consumer goods to different social groups in an era of higher income
levels. China will also have to develop its own consumer groups amidst competition
with global manufacturers and brands. It would be difficult to China to enhance the
competitiveness of its products if manufacturers cannot refine their target markets.
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1.3 Marginal Propensities for Survival-Oriented
and Developmental Consumption

A rise in the quality of life is none other than a transition from survival-oriented
consumption to developmental consumption. This means that if people spend most
of their income on survival-oriented consumption, it would be impossible for them to
enhance their quality of life. If people can progressively break through the constraints
of survival-oriented consumption during the transformation of consumption patterns,
allowing developmental consumption to increase in both absolute and proportional
terms, they would gradually come to enjoy a greater quality of life. Hence, in this
sense, the quality of life is evaluated both objectively and subjectively (by oneself or
others).

This is also precisely why a person may have a very high level of (subjective) life
satisfaction, but a relatively lower quality of life, as measured objectively. In reverse,
a person’s objective quality of life may be high, but his or her subjective level of life
satisfaction may be lower. Why do people in certain regions report greater levels of
happiness despite their somewhat low standards of living? One important factor is
that their expectations of life are close to their actual living standards. A greater gap
between high expectations and low living standards lead to greater negative utility.
Quality of life can only be objectively compared in this sense.

In our former discussion, survival-oriented consumption is defined as per capita
household consumption on food, clothing, utilities, rental, healthcare, maintenance
of parents, weddings, and funerals, while developmental consumption is defined as
per capita household consumption on education, travel, entertainment, home appli-
ances, phone bills and transport. When survival-oriented consumption makes up a
greater proportion of spending, people are said to be in a state of survival-oriented
consumption. When developmental consumption makes up a greater proportion,
people are said to be in a state of developmental consumption. Obviously, quality of
life is more readily enhanced for social groups with a greater marginal propensity
for developmental consumption.

From Table 1.2, we observe that, in the expanded model for survival-oriented
consumption, farmers, the working class and old middle class show a stronger
marginal propensity to consume (respectively 0.249, 0.241 and 0.302), while
marginal propensity for survival-oriented consumption by the new middle class is
only 0.168. The class of business owners has a particularly weak marginal propen-
sity for survival-oriented consumption (0.002; statistically insignificant). It can be
observed that in current Chinese society, consumption demand from farmers and the
working class is dominated by survival-oriented consumption. Constrained by their
lower income levels, these groups spend more in proportionate terms on clothing,
food, housing, as well as utilities, healthcare, maintenance of parents, weddings, and
funerals.

Here, we must note that it is unthinkable for a Chinese villager to avoid
contributing towards the wedding and funeral expenses of friends and family. In
a “society of acquaintances”, certain ceremonial rituals are key to maintaining
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Table 1.2 Marginal propensity for survival-oriented and developmental consumption (expanded
model)

Survival-oriented consumption

Farmers Working class Old middle
class

New middle
class

Class of
business
owners

(Constants) 3144.867 3092.476 4892.054 3233.185 7155.003

Household
income per
person

0.249 0.241 0.302 0.168 0.03

Household
residency
(urban = 1)

215.516 1280.11 −459.356 1638.880 2221.005

Household
savings per
person
(including
creditor’s
rights)

−0.016 0.041 −0.030 0.020 0.078

Average years
of schooling
per household
member

246.553 995.813 64.349 357.643 230.585

Average
current value
of durable
consumer
goods and
collectibles

0.039 0.056 0.017 0.000 0.061

Average
current value
of operating
assets per
household
member

0.001 0.018 0.000 −0.005 −0.002

N 1830 1562 688 584 195

Adjusted R2 0.130 0.292 0.248 0.273 0.552

Developmental Consumption

Farmers Working Class Old Middle
Class

New Middle
Class

Class of
Business
Owners

(Constants) 370.617 −955.624 −765.375 −4255.860 −7965.284

Household
income per
person

0.096 0.146 0.204 0.257 0.002

(continued)
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Table 1.2 (continued)

Survival-oriented consumption

Farmers Working class Old middle
class

New middle
class

Class of
business
owners

Household
residency
(urban = 1)

97.827 430.309 −609.307 4847.203 2891.371

Household
savings per
person
(including
creditor’s
rights)

−0.033 −0.012 0.017 −0.029 0.073

Average years
of schooling
per household
member

364.917 873.236 822.760 1564.047 4921.152

Average
current value
of durable
consumer
goods and
collectibles

0.168 0.236 0.144 0.054 0.278

Average
current value
of operating
assets per
household
member

0.043 0.047 0.000 0.005 −0.003

N 1872 1612 710 598 200

Adjusted R2 0.92 0.236 0.225 0.098 0.231

Note In the expanded absolute income hypothesis model, we have controlled for household resi-
dency, household savings per person, average years of schooling per household member, average
current value of durable consumer goods and collectibles, and average current value of operating
assets per household member

interpersonal relations, friendships, and family networks. A villager can skimp on
other current expenses but not spending required by renqing.20 In China’s social
networks, structured tightly by a “differentialmode of association”, people contribute
a “respectable” sum of cash to such events. Here, what is considered “respectable”
is determined by their family ties (by blood or marriage) or friendships. In addi-
tion, “face” is an important consideration. These factors make it near impossible for

20 Renqing, literally “personal feelings”, can be understood as a Chinese social norm where indi-
viduals are expected to fulfil the obligation of reciprocity, i.e. consideration for the feelings of
others—Trans.
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those living in rural areas to cut back on such expenditures.21 So-called reciprocity
in renqing also lead to greater wedding and funeral expenditures.22 Furthermore, as
farmland increases in value and the “development of a new countryside”23 picks up
pace, rural households are also investing more in housing. The transition of rural
dwellings from mud/wood structures to brick, and then to reinforced concrete is also
a sign of overall social progress.

Poor familieswhose yards andhouses “have not kept upwith the times”would face
pressure to “keep up with the Joneses”. Funding from local governments in recent
years for rural roadworks and renovation of decrepit buildings have also provided
incentives for the improvement of rural infrastructure and the construction of new
housing. Care for elderly parents, including medical expenses, are also a major part
of rural household spending. Although the New Rural Cooperative Medical Scheme
has already guaranteed, to a very large extent, access to healthcare resources for
rural residents, hospitals that command their confidence are mostly located in county
seats and regional urban centers. Given these circumstances, an elderly personwho is
hospitalizedmust be accompanied by several other persons who take turns to provide
care, which results in expenditures other than medical bills. For instance, a caregiver
would need to stay in a hotel, purchase food, pay for non-reimbursable medical tests,
and so on. To a certain extent, this increases the financial burdens on farmers and
limit their demand for developmental consumption. Hence, farmers have a relatively
low marginal propensity for developmental consumption (only 0.096).

The working class is currently seeing a rise in their quality of life. While the
working class is predominated by rural migrants, SOE workers continue to make up
a sizeable proportion.24 SOEworkers enjoy stable incomes and enjoy protection from
“wage adjustment policies”,wherewages are adjusted based on changes in local price
levels. In recent years, pensions for urban workers have increased by 10% annually,
which has given eligible enterprise workers greater confidence in a financially secure
retirement. This has allowed the working class to gradually become more confident
consumers, which has raised their quality of life. However, there are only so many
SOE workers. Although industrial workers who were once rural migrants have seen
their nominal incomes grow despite market fluctuations, higher costs of living in
urban areas (food and rent) have caused them to become less confident consumers.

21 Many localities have been unsuccessful in their efforts to encourage less elaborate weddings and
funerals. One important reason is that traditional family and social networks are still a strong source
of social support. Even in modernized urban communities, people cannot avoid such expenses if
they live among a “community of acquaintances”, given the need to gain the approval of their peers
and maintain their social networks.
22 The size of a gift can only spiral upward, given that one is obligated to never give less than one
last received—Trans.
23 Referring to the promotion of village modernization in China, referred to in policy documents as
“building a new socialist countryside” (jianshe shehuizhuyi xin nongcun)—Trans.
24 Enterprise reforms in China over the late 1990s and early 2000s led to a decline in the number of
“collective enterprises” (enterprises owned by a collective). SOEs have declined in number even in
prefecture-level cities. Most workers in collective enterprises have either found new employment
in private enterprises or have retired after becoming eligible for a “seniority buyout” (maiduan
gongling)—Trans.
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Meanwhile, a young male rural migrant seeking marriage finds it hard to find
a spouse if he does not [at least] own a home in his hometown’s county seat.25

The “mother-in-law” factor in rising housing prices means that a prospective son-
in-law (or his parents) has to exhaust their household savings to purchase a home,
which then lowers their spending power. A rural migrant, or even his entire family,
needs to scrimp and save for many years just to foot a down payment on an apart-
ment. Futuremortgage payments would then suppress their future spending. Because
certain levels of survival-oriented consumption must be maintained, it will be diffi-
cult for these groups to spend more on consumption that raises their quality of life.
It must also be emphasized that consumption by members of the working class who
are rural migrants is limited by their inability to fully integrate into their city of
residence. Being uncertain of their future prospects, these workers move from city
to city without thought of permanent settlement. As such, they have no choice but
to focus on survival-oriented consumption instead of developmental consumption.
For migrant workers, separation from their family members also inhibits their house-
holds’ motivation to consume. This is reflected in our models, where the working
class has a marginal propensity to consume of merely 0.146, higher than farmers but
lower than the new and old middle classes.

The old middle class, i.e. those who earn a living through self-employment, are
mostly elderly rural migrants, while some are technicians who have recently started
their own businesses. Those members of the working class who were once migrant
workers must rely on their own menial labor and a certain level of technical skills to
sustain their living standards and employment. In this sense, an employee’s physical
stamina and skills—i.e. their human capital—depreciate over time. Therefore, in
a discriminatory market environment, it is increasingly difficult for older migrant
workers to find jobs in manufacturing or other similar fields. Increasingly, they are
“forced” into unskilled construction jobs, and eventually “forced” to return to the
countryside. Some migrant workers have even dyed their hair in fear of being seen
as too old to keep their jobs in the cities.26

Even so, migrant workers have been forced to seek other careers as they advance
in age. Those unwilling to return to the countryside as farmers choose to start busi-
nesses in urban areas of their hometowns or cities where they used to work, where
population ageing provides them with greater opportunities. Some farmers whose
land has been requisitioned have joined the “low-end” service industry after receiving
their compensation monies. Because of their position at the “low end” of the service
industry and intense competition from their peers in the same social group, their
incomes are relatively limited. However, as they are no longer separated from their
families, households of the old middle class have the strongest marginal propensity

25 In China, nearly all parents demand that a prospective son-in-law (or his parents) purchase a
matrimonial home for the couple as a condition for agreeing to the marriage. This demand is often
more strongly pressed by the mother, which has led to the common saying in China that “housing
prices are driven by mothers-in-law” (zhangmuniang tuidong fangjia)—Trans.
26 Chengshi Luntan [City Forum]: Woguo Gaoling Nongmingong huo chao 4000 Wan Kao Ranfa
Duo Jiancha [More than 40 million migrant workers in China dye their hair to evade checks], http://
www.chengshiluntan.com/forum.php?archiveid=2&mod=viewthread&tid=5338318.

http://www.chengshiluntan.com/forum.php%3Farchiveid%3D2%26mod%3Dviewthread%26tid%3D5338318
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for survival-oriented consumption, as well as an inclination towards developmental
consumption. For instance, theirmarginal propensity for developmental consumption
is only 0.204, second only to the new middle class.

Meanwhile, living standards are rapidly rising among the new middle class. In
general, members of the new middle class are white-collar workers that have at least
a college graduation diploma and earn more than farmers, the working class, and the
old middle class. Financial pressures are greater for fresh graduates that have just
joined the new middle class, who need to purchase homes in the city where they
work. However, their spending will no longer be constrained by survival-oriented
consumption after they have purchased a home. On the whole, they have a rela-
tively low marginal propensity for survival-oriented consumption but a relatively
strongmarginal propensity for developmental consumption (0.257). Hence, trends of
consumption upgrading and greater “personalization” in consumer goods are promi-
nently manifested among the newmiddle class. They are also well aware of the value
of human capital, making them willing to invest in an overseas education for their
children. They value the symbolic value of consumer goods and are willing to spend
on branded goods. During the “household appliances revolution”, they frequently
replace their home appliances. They are also the main spenders on automobiles, not
only turning China into a nation “on wheels”, but also stimulating the tourism sector
through greater demand for road trips. As major spenders on urban hotels and dining,
they have also given a boost to “weekend consumer markets”. These factors explain
why their marginal propensity for developmental consumption is greatest among all
social groups (0.257).

However, it is surprising that the class of business owners shows neither a signifi-
cant average normarginal propensity to consume.Whywould there be no statistically
significant changes in the consumption of a theoretically wealthy social group, espe-
cially in terms of marginal propensity to consume, after controlling for such vari-
ables as operating fixed assets per household member? My initial hypothesis was
that members of the class of business owners who hired employees had, on average,
incomes that were higher than other social groups, implying that they would spend
more on developmental consumption, which would be reflected in our model as
a greater marginal propensity for developmental consumption. However, this has
been refuted by our data. Why? One possible explanation is that they label spending
on developmental consumption as business expenses, a common practice among
business owners. For instance, money spent on certain home appliances, personal
vehicles, or a new apartment27 (registered to the company), may be listed as fixed
assets of the company, while expenses incurred by the business owner or their family
on overseas travel, education, entertainment, phone bills, and commuting may also
be disguised as ordinary business expenses. Furthermore, it is impossible for some
small family businesses to separate household expenditures from business expenses.

27 Even in large cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, or Shenzhen, there are no official
government restrictions on the number of apartments that a company may purchase.
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Hence, statistical insignificance in the data does not necessarily suggest that this
social group has a lower marginal propensity for developmental consumption.

Our analysis shows that changes in China’s social structure have created a strat-
ified consumer market. Marginal propensity for survival-oriented consumption is
greater among farmers and the working class, while the old middle class has a
higher marginal propensity for both survival-oriented and developmental consump-
tion. Meanwhile, the new middle class has become more focused on developmental
consumption. The nouveau riche class of business owners may have already moved
on from developmental consumption to “hedonic consumption”. Although there are
frequent media reports regarding conspicuous consumption by the class of busi-
ness owners, the CGSS 2013, regrettably, did not include questions that could have
collected information relevant to any further analysis.

Levels of marginal propensity for survival-oriented and developmental consump-
tion by each social group also have great policy significance. On one hand, this
information allows governments to formulate more targeted policies for stimulating
consumption. On the other hand, such data allows producers tomore accurately target
consumer demands for products and services that enhance their quality of life.

Firstly, farmers and theworking class are themain forces driving survival-oriented
consumption, while the old middle class drives both survival-oriented and develop-
mental consumption. With greater economic and social development, these classes
have been able to greatly improve their living standards through greater consump-
tion. By improving the quality of life, economic reforms have also raised average life
expectancy in China to approximately 75 years.28 However, socioeconomic progress
has also raised poverty thresholds and average living standards to new heights. In
contrast to yesteryear, full stomachs, warm clothing, along with televisions and gas
supply in every home, have become the norm in rural communities.

Greater freedom of land circulation and the building of apartment complexes in
rural villages will also allow farmers will come to enjoy greater levels of develop-
mental consumption. The rollout of the “electrical appliances to the village”29 and
“automobiles to the village”30 policies in 2008 will also encourage greater levels of

28 “Zhongguo Renkou Pingjun Yuqi Shouming Da 74.83 Sui, Shi Nian Tigao 3.43 Sui” [Average
life expectancy in China reaches 74.83 years, increasing by 3.43 years over the past decade], http://
news.sohu.com/20120810/n350317599.shtml.
29 In December 2007, pilot trials of a policy initiative known as jiadian xiaxiang (“electrical appli-
ances to the villages”) were launched in the provinces of Shandong, Henan, and Sichuan. Under this
policy, rural households were entitled to a 13% subsidy when purchasing eligible home appliances.
Nationwide implementation followed in February 2009. Later on, theMinistry of Finance, Ministry
of Commerce, and Ministry of Industry and Information Technology announced in a circular that
the policy would come to an end on January 31, 2013.
30 According to the Automobile Industry Adjustment and Revitalization Plan (Qiche Hangye
Tiaozheng Zhenxing Guihua) issued by the State Council on January 14, 2009, from March 1
to December 31 of 2009, one-time subsidies will be provided for the purchase of small passenger
vehicles (1300 cc or below) and the replacement of three-wheelers or low-speed cargo vehicles with
light cargo vehicles. In early 2010, the policy was extended until December 31 of the same year.

http://news.sohu.com/20120810/n350317599.shtml
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developmental consumption by rural households. After completion of the “consump-
tion revolution” for the working class, where it was encouraged to replace obsolete
home appliances with new models, home renovation may become the focus of a new
round of consumption stimulus.

As a matter of fact, changes in China’s social structure will also lead to major
structural shifts in food consumption. In the past,most spending on foodwent towards
staples, i.e. grain, whereas meat, poultry, eggs, dairy, and vegetables are forming a
larger part of food consumption. The conventional practice of relying on greater
use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides to increase food production is now being
replaced by a trend towards eco-friendly farming practices. Healthcare is also seeing
progressive improvement.

The urban middle class and class of business owners have already enjoyed the
fruits of such transitions, while rural households and the working class have come to
be more aware of food safety and nutrition than during any other period in history.
However, rural households, the working class, and the old middle class continue to
spend less on dairy and meat products than the new middle class and owing class.
At the same time, as the population continues to age, healthcare and nursing for
the elderly will also become key sectors for developmental consumption, the size of
which will be astounding even without additional stimulus. Currently, health product
advertisements have become a staple in mass media broadcasts, but these products
are rarely as effective as advertised. There will be great future demand for such
products.

Secondly, the class of business owners, alongwith the old and newmiddle classes,
will become the main spenders on developmental consumption. These social groups
drive the upgrading of urban consumer goods, regardless of the size of the cities
they live in. As these social groups continue to increase their development consump-
tion, they have come to demand more customized goods of greater quality, allowing
foreign products to become widely popular in China. Foreign enterprises have come
to dominate all sorts of markets, from luxury cars to phones and stylish wallets. This
suggests that the main contradiction faced by Chinese enterprises is the shortage
of adequate developmental consumer goods in the face of huge consumer markets
and greater consumption demand by the class of business owners. Take the sales of
mobile phones in 2015 as an example. Despite a slowing economy, pre-orders for
Apple’s iPhone 6S and iPhone 6S Plus exhausted stocks within merely a few days
of their launch. As advertisements and marketing discourse pushed “use value” to
second place behind “status value”, competition in the consumermarkets have greatly
intensified. Furthermore, markets for developmental consumption, including health,
wellness, entertainment, and travel, have not been adequately developed. Even in
localities where these industries are relatively mature, accessibility remains limited
due to inadequate transportation networks. In addition, it is imperative for policy
makers to consider means for raising developmental consumption by enhancing
work efficiency, shortening working hours, and increasing the “supply of leisure”
(i.e. more holidays and free time during weekends).
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1.4 Conclusion and Brief Discussion

Based on figures released by the National Bureau of Statistics in September 2015,
retail sales of consumer goods in August increased by 10.8% over the same period
in 2014,31 which boosted expectations that consumption rather than investment
will become the main driver of economic growth.32 However, a closer analysis
makes it apparent that consumption has become a greater driver of economic growth
only because investment and exports have shrunk, whereas sustained development
requires maintaining a certain level of domestic consumption. Hence, greater stim-
ulus is required if economic growth is to be driven mainly by domestic consump-
tion. The upgrading of consumption is both a result of socioeconomic development
and necessary for a higher quality of life across the board. As China continues to
progressively enhance its consumption structure, an analysis of the marginal propen-
sity to consume by each social group and their spending on survival-oriented and
developmental consumption leads to the following basic conclusions.

First, for social groups that are less well-off, income growth is key to greater
consumption and a higher quality of life. We observe from their marginal propensi-
ties to consume that consumption potential is greatest for the rural households, the
working class, and the old and new middle classes. Demand for improving current
quality of life through consumption is strongest among these social groups. Yet,
their spending power is limited by stagnant income growth. Without rapid income
growth, consumption growth comes to rely on the expected level of future “stability”
or “insurance”. However, the “insurance” function of the social safety net remains
inadequate. As the economic landscape becomes ever more complex, any simplistic,
“sloganistic” proposal for increasing the incomes of less well-off social groups will
be largely impractical over the short run.

It is no longer effective for rural households to increase their incomes simply
through food production, given that international food prices are generally lower than
domestic food prices and the limited amount of arable land per capita. Direct food
production subsidies, grants of agricultural supplies, and “quality variety subsidies”33

remain limited. The policy effects of the New Rural Cooperative Medical Scheme
and old-age insurance, which are funded by transfer payments, have largely been
exhausted. While policies for raising old-age pensions for urban workers by 10%
each year have been implemented for a decade, monthly old-age pensions for rural
residents have merely increased from CNY 55 to CNY 70 in 2015. Meanwhile,
inflation is chipping away at the level of security provided by such forms of “wide-
coverage, low-benefits insurance”.

31 Guangming Wang [gmw.cn]. “8 Yue Woguo Shehui Xiaofeipin Lingshou’e Tongbi Zengzhang
10.8%” [Consumer retail sales in China increased by 10.8% in August over the same period last
year], http://news.gmw.cn/newspaper/2015-09/14/content_109182517.htm.
32 In 2014, consumption accounted for 50.2% of China’s GDP growth. In the first half of 2015,
consumption contributed 60% towards GDP growth.
33 Known as liangzhong butie in Chinese. Farmers are eligible for subsidies if they cultivate certain
crop varieties encouraged by the state—Trans.

http://news.gmw.cn/newspaper/2015-09/14/content_109182517.htm
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As a slowdown in economic growth makes it difficult for the central government
to sustain fiscal subsidies over the long run, growth in rural incomes must rely on
agricultural modernization. The ageing of the rural population is also undermining
the sustainable development of the agricultural industry and rural areas, as well as
sustainable growth in living standards for rural households. Growth in rural incomes
will rely on higher labor productivity, as well as policies that allow for effective land
circulation, which would make more arable land available to individual farmers by
reducing the size of the rural population.

The working class has seen significant income growth over the past decade. The
average migrant worker now makes more than the average fresh graduate. It has also
become the norm for a skilled laborer to earn far more than a university graduate.
By “voting with their feet” and “resistance of the disadvantaged”, the labor-capital
relations prevalent in the late twentieth century no longer apply to today’s migrant
workers, who have greatly improved their working conditions. However, China’s
working class still finds it hard to compete with their international counterparts,
given that companies are slow in upgrading their technologies, while levels of skills
and automation remain low, which limits the possibility of achieving income growth
through mechanisms for “tripartite negotiation”.

Hence, sustained income growth for the working class is preconditioned upon
labor productivity growth rates. Stubbornly high urban housing prices have led to
high mortgage payments and rent, leading the working class to lament that they are
“working for the banks”. Inflation is also a far greater constraint upon consumption by
the less well-off classes than their wealthier counterparts. Given such circumstances,
if the costs of survival-oriented consumption remain high, the working class would
find it impossible to increase spending on developmental consumption, making it
difficult to achieve a higher quality of life. As a shrinking population eats away at
China’s demographic advantages, the working class will have to rely on greater labor
productivity to sustain growth in income and consumption.

The old middle class shows demand for both survival-oriented and greater devel-
opmental consumption. However, members of this group are employed mainly in
the service industries, which narrows any potential growth in their incomes. Often,
the physical stores that they run have been rendered obsolete by e-commerce. Those
who wish to upgrade their businesses and provide “high-end services” find it diffi-
cult to obtain bank loans, while intensified competition in “low-end services” has
eroded their profits. Local policies to encourage entrepreneurship have also not lived
up to expectations. Despite the hopes of the old middle class to incorporate their
businesses and “grow bigger and stronger”, the realities of market competition and
economic fluctuations have limited their room for development. Neither are they
able to generate outsized gains from small operations, as was the case during initial
market reforms. Given these circumstances, any growth in income would have to
rely on their business acumen, as well as their ability to provide better products and
services.

Second, survival-oriented consumption is no longer an issue for the more well-off
social groups (i.e. the newmiddle class and the class of business owners), which have
begun to pursue greater developmental consumption. As the first to benefit greater
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labor productivity brought about by technological advancement, these groups enjoy
stable incomes and agreater capacity for risk. They aremore concernedwith the status
value of consumption, even with regards to basic necessities such as food, clothing
and housing. Their developmental consumption will focus on brand value. While
satisfying their material needs, they will also seek spiritual fulfilment, which would
make themmore discerning consumers of cultural products and services. China lacks
high-quality, expressive literaryworks, artwork, films, television programs, and stage
plays that are steeped in its national history, in much the same way as the country
lacks high-quality, personalized, consumer goods with strong symbolic value and
“national characteristics”.

Thus, we find that Chinese society faces the following conundrum. On one hand
wefind that themiddle class has a lowopinionof poorlymade, “mass-produced”films
and television programs, leading to their low ratings and poor box office turnouts. On
the other hand, we find that foreign films generate astronomical box office returns.
Given this supply and demand structure, stimulating consumption by the newmiddle
class and class of business ownerswill requireChina to address themismatch between
their tastes and the quality ofChinese products. Furthermore,China also needs greater
innovation and development in philosophy and the social sciences, in order to better
inform the worldview of its people during the course of modernization and post-
modernization. When material prosperity is not matched by enrichment of the mind,
affluent social groups may come to adopt a solely materialistic view of consumption,
giving full rein to their desires at the expense of moral ethics, which would erase any
gains from social progress and development.

Third, when it comes to the production and supply of consumer goods, it is impor-
tant to draw a distinction between survival-oriented and developmental consumption.
Consumer goods targeted at farmers, the working class, and the old middle class
can remain homogenous and mass-produced, given that their consumer demand
is dominated by survival-oriented needs. After all, survival-oriented consumption
remains strongly “imitative and wave-style”, given that low-income groups are
mainly concerned with the use-value of their purchases.

However, the newmiddle class and the class of business owners have already come
to demand consumer goods that more closely fit their individual tastes, which have
led to consumption patterns that are more diverse, multi-tiered, and differ strongly
between different age groups. This would require the integration of information tech-
nology and production technology, i.e. combining the production of consumer goods
with the internet. Manufacturers targeting the newmiddle class should progressively
transition from mass production of consumer goods to “batch customization”, and
then to individualized customization. Consumers are already able to retrieve infor-
mation on consumer products through the internet, social media, and smartphones,
which lays a strong foundation for popularizing such forms of consumption.

The service sector should also seek tomeet the preferences of the class of business
owners and the new middle class by developing new forms of consumer-oriented
products and services, including in the healthcare, education, travel, elderly care,
leisure, and environmental industries. As shown in Table 1.3, there are statistically
significant differences in the views of different social groups on “whether economic
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Table 1.3 How strongly do you feel that “economic development is more important than
environmental protection”? (% of respondents)

Social group Very strongly Strongly Not very
strongly

Not at all Unable to say Total

Class of business
owners

5.6 19.1 51.8 20.9 2.6 100

New middle class 5.2 14.0 58.1 21.2 1.5 100

Old middle class 8.1 26.2 47.7 13.0 5.0 100

Working class 7.8 22.9 50.9 14.4 3.9 100

Farmers 8.6 30.7 41.5 8.3 10.9 100

Sub-total 7.6 24.8 48.2 13.3 6.1 100

development is more important than environmental protection”. The majority of the
class of business owners and the new class favor environmental protection policies,
while farmers, the working class, and the old middle class favor economic develop-
ment. In this sense, social stratification has left a deep mark on markets for consumer
goods and services (the environment can be seen as a public good).

Needless to say, quality of life cannot bemerelymeasured by consumption expen-
ditures. Factors such as leisure, work intensity, family harmony, quality of friend-
ships, and levels of comfort should also be included.However, consumption should be
the foundation for enhancing the quality of life. In the context of a market economy,
a high quality of life cannot be achieved without a certain level of spending on
consumption.
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Chapter 2
Quality of Employment
and the Underlying Factors

Lei Fan

As theworking age population in China continues to shrink, imbalances in the supply
and demand for labor have been somewhat mitigated, leading to lower employment
pressures. On one hand, the rapid development of the service sector has increased the
number of available jobs. On the other hand, there are still severe structural problems
in the labor market. The mismatch between supply and demand will make it difficult
to resolve graduate unemployment in the short run, even as there continues to be a
significant shortage of highly skilled workers.

Concurrently, the slowdown in economic growth will lead to an even greater
shortage of workers in certain regions and industries. Supply will continue to outstrip
demand in certain sectors of the labor market. Hence, for the foreseeable future,
employment rates will remain a fundamental concern for the government when
setting economic growth targets.

While employment rates are still important, employment quality has also been
receivingmore attention.Whilemeasures to encourage informal employment, imple-
mented during the 1990s to ease employment pressures, have effectively boosted
employment rates, these same measures have suppressed income levels and led to
lower job security. Meanwhile, there are large numbers of migrant workers in urban
areas who face poor working conditions and low levels of social security. Difficulties
faced by university graduates seeking employment have also directly affected their
quality of employment—many graduates have found themselves in want of good
quality jobs. Hence, given that China’s labor imbalances have been abated, improve-
ments in income levels, working conditions, and social security for workers will not
only enhance the overall quality of employment but also further ease employment
pressures.
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2.1 Literature Review

The interaction between workers and the factors of production is reflected in their
quality of employment, which includes the nature of work, qualification require-
ments, salary, job security, working environment, social security, and labor relations
(Liu and Han 2007). As economic globalization picks up pace, labor relations are
becoming increasingly globalized. The involvement of multinational capital has not
only caused labor conflicts in various countries, but has also made it more complex
for a country to effectively balance labor-capital relations and protect workers’ inter-
ests. Meanwhile, global economic downturns have also caused greater unemploy-
ment rates and deteriorating quality of employment to become a global problem (Liu
and Han 2007). To address such issues, the 87th International Labour Conference
that took place in June 1999 proposed the notion of “Decent Work”, i.e. promoting
decent, productive employment opportunities for men and women, against the back-
drop of globalization, that are in line with the conditions of liberty, fairness, safety
and human dignity.

Thereafter, international studies on employment quality have made progress in
developing systems for appraising job quality at the individual level, comprehensive
frameworks for assessing employment quality at the national level, and indicators
for assessing job quality at the industry level. This led to the development of several
indicator systems, notable examples of which include the “Decent Work” indicators
proposed by the International Labour Organization, the “Quality of Employment”
indicator framework developed by the United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe, and the system of indicators for “quality of job and employment” put forth
by the European Science Foundation (Wang 2014; Tian and Man 2013).

Inspired by foreign research on the quality of employment, Chinese scholars
began to study this topic in the early twenty-first century. Their efforts have made
employment quality a policy priority, making the improvement thereof an important
goal for the government. Chinese scholars working in this field have noted that
the quality of employment is inevitably influenced by a nation’s culture, history
and unique national conditions, and have emphasized that research efforts should
be “localized”. Thus, most Chinese research in this field focuses on the elements,
indicators, and underlying factors of employment quality that are relevant to China’s
national conditions and current stage of economic development.

Scholars believe that the elements intrinsic to employment quality can be classified
as either subjective or objective, and either “micro” or “macro”. Firstly, scholars
generally accept the view that the concept of employment quality is an overarching
term that reflects the quality of the process whereby labor is combined with factors of
production to generate income for workers. It has been pointed out that both objective
working conditions and aworker’s subjective appraisal of the labor process should be
included when evaluating the quality of employment (Guo 2008). Second, scholars
believe that the concept of employment quality often applies at both the micro and
macro level. At the micro level, quality of employment includes all elements related
to an individual’s employment situation (from the perspective of the worker). At the
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macro level, quality of employment includes the dynamic state of a labor market, at
either a national or regional level.

Different scholars hold different views with regards to the specific connotations
of the term “employment quality”, leading to disagreements regarding how relevant
indicators should be developed. Take the indicators for employment quality at a
macro level for instance. Some scholars have proposed that there are six aspects to
understanding employment quality: sustained increase in job opportunities, ample
utilizationof labor resources, the role of employment in improving family life, the role
of employment in enhancing one’s capabilities, the possibility of re-employment after
losing a job, and ample protection ofworkers’ rights. Correspondingly, these scholars
have proposed six classes of indicators: employment environment, employability,
employment situation, labor renumeration, social protections, and labor relations
(Lai 2011).

As for quality of employment at the micro level, some scholars have defined
employment quality as a comprehensive term that encompasses the nature of work,
working conditions, job security and safety, personal dignity, health and other bene-
fits, social security, career advancements, labor-capital relations, and equal opportu-
nities. These nine aspects are respectively evaluated through indicators that measure
work quality, labor-capital relations, benefits and social security, and career advance-
ment (Li 2003a, b). On the whole, optimization of the labor markets, growth
in workers’ incomes, improvements to working conditions, better social security,
and the development of harmonious labor relations have become key elements in
developing indicators that reflect employment quality.

As for the underlying factors, in the early days of research on employment quality,
elements leftover from the planned economy era meant that levels of administrative
authority, the political landscape, and job seniority had an outsized effect on employ-
ment quality. However, with the progressive development of the market economy,
human and social capital have begun to play a stronger role (Lai 2011; Meng et al.
2012; Dai and Wu 2009). Yet, household registration, ownership systems, industry
type and occupation continue to exert an impact on employment quality (Su 2013).

On the whole, research into the quality of employment in China is still in the
initial phase. Scholars have made inroads in defining the various connotations of the
term “employment quality” and establishing the academic credentials of the concept
itself. However, different scholars continue to take different approaches in designing
relevant indicators. In addition, due to constraints on the availability of data, there
are varying levels of inadequacies with regards to how comprehensively an indicator
measures employment quality. The present paper aims to provide an overview of the
current state of employment quality in China through objective “micro” indicators,
while also using subjective “micro” indicators to explore the main factors underlying
employment quality, with due reference to the current state of research.
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2.2 The Current State of Employment Quality

(1) Unemployment rates among highly educated young people remain high despite
largely stable employment rates

The employment rate is one of the basic macro indicators that reflect the quality of
employment.Whether or not a country or region can provideworkerswith greater job
opportunities has become an important standard for measuring the local employment
quality. China has achieved stable employment rates as the result of government poli-
cies to promote employment, greater job opportunities in the tertiary sector, progres-
sive optimization of industry structures, and a shrinking working-age population.
The average unemployment rate in urban areas was 5.1% as of end 2014, according
to employment numbers for 2014 released by the National Bureau of Statistics.

At present, stable employment rates have laid a foundation for raising the quality
of employment for China’s workers. On the whole, we may observe the following.

First, graduates of higher education institutions now find it easier to find jobs.
From the reasons for unemployment given in surveys, there was a decline from 2011
to 2013 in the proportion of graduateswho are unemployed as a result of failure to find
suitable employment after graduation. This figure was 17.5% in 2011 and 14.5% in
2013 (see Table 2.1), which shows that, though the number of graduates nationwide
continues to increase, graduate employment has been somewhat improved under
government policies that actively encourage graduate employment.

Second, long-term unemployment problems have been addressed, but short-term
unemployment rates are on the rise. From survey results, it can be observed that
short-term unemployment is on the rise, while long-term unemployment is on the
decline. In 2013, short-termunemployment lasting sixmonths or lesswas 43.1%, nine
percentage points higher than in 2011 (see Table 2.2). This indicates that problems

Table 2.1 Causes of unemployment (%)

Reason for unemployment 2008 (N = 261) 2011 (N = 106) 2013 (N = 295)

Resignation/retirement 3.6 3.6 3.2

Unable to find employment after
graduation

9.1 17.5 14.5

Homemakers 14.2 13.9 24.8

Unemployment due to employer-side
reasons, such as bankruptcy, enterprise
reform, xiagang, neitui, maiduan
gongling, or dismissal

36.4 14.8 16.0

Personal reasons (family factors,
health, resignation, etc.)

20.1 27.8 27.0

Requisition of household contracted
land

1.8 1.9 3.2

Others 14.8 20.3 11.4

Total 100 100 100
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Table 2.2 Duration of unemployment (% of respondents)

Duration 2008 (N = 261) 2011 (N = 106) 2013 (N = 295)

Less than six months 24.5 34.1 43.1

Six months to one year 5.9 12.3 10.9

More than one year 69.7 53.6 46.0

Total 100 100 100

Table 2.3 How likely are you to lose your job within the next six months?

Response Number % Response Number %

Very likely 359 7.4 Very unlikely 2069 42.4

Likely 673 13.8 Unsure 181 3.7

Neither likely nor unlikely 379 7.8 Total 4877 100

Not likely 1216 24.9

of long-term unemployment, caused by China’s structural economic transition, are
being gradually alleviated, while cyclical and frictional short-term unemployment
caused by cyclical economic fluctuations and labor mismatches have become more
common.

Third, job security remains relatively high. Unemployment surveys show that
67.3% of respondents believe that it is unlikely or impossible for them to lose their
jobs over the next six months, while only 21.2% of respondents feel that they may
or are likely to lose their jobs over the same period (see Table 2.3), pointing towards
high levels of job security.

Fourth, the proportion of unemployed persons with higher education levels has
risen. Based on the educational qualifications of the unemployed, there have been a
rise in unemployed high school graduates while unemployment rates for those with
secondary school qualifications or lower have been in decline. The CSS 2008 shows
that 33.8% of persons with a high school education or above were unemployed.
The same figure was 43% in 2011 and 57.1% in 2013. As for those with secondary
vocational education or higher, 7.5% were unemployed in 2008, 12.3% in 2011, and
24.2% in 2013. This indicates that despite higher employment rates for graduates
of higher education institutions as a whole, unemployment rates for educated youth
remain on the rise. The sustained decline in their employment quality should be an
issue of concern for society.

(2) Wagegrowth for low-incomegroups have been lower thanoverallwagegrowth,
leading to a wider income gap

Renumeration is the main motivation for participating in labor. Hence, in research
on employment quality, income is often an important means by which researchers
measure the quality of employment. Income from labor is the main means by which
workers and their families meet daily expenses. In recent years, greater equity in
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Table 2.4 Monthly wages for nonfarm workers

Monthly
wages (by
strata)

2011 2013 Average
wage
growth
(%)

Mean
(CNY)

Number of
persons

Standard
deviation

Mean
(CNY)

Number of
persons

Standard
deviation

Lowest 612 777 400.526 699 985 449.649 14.2

Below
average

1371 457 142.613 1792 1113 229.654 30.7

Average 1912 519 140.330 2408 484 148.001 25.9

Above
average

2715 542 299.396 3065 762 213.087 12.9

Highest 7372 423 9386.790 9503 777 34,378.814 28.9

Overall 2460 2718 4333.102 3292 4121 15,241.412 33.8

income distribution has become a focus for the government—establishing sound
mechanisms to support growth in incomes has become a policy priority.

Survey results show that the wages of workers in nonfarm sectors has increased
significantly since 2011. In particular, the per-capita monthly wage for nonfarm
workers had increased to CNY 3292 in 2013 from CNY 2460 in 2011, an increase
of 33.8% in nominal terms. After dividing the monthly wages of nonfarm workers
into five bands, the lowest band saw a somewhat lower increase in monthly wages,
at merely 14% (see Table 2.4). This suggests that government efforts to raise wages
for the lowest-income group have had limited effect. Wage growth for low-income
groups remain tepid.

Based on the income gap for nonfarmworkers, the highest group earned an income
1205 times greater than the lowest group in 2011. In 2013, this figure had increased
to 1360, pointing towards a widening income gap.

(3) It is commonplace for workers to work overtime. Manual laborers work longer
than non-manual laborers.

In research on the quality of employment, working hours are the main indicator for
measuring work intensity. Reasonable working hours are beneficial to the physical
and mental health of workers, while also beneficial to a work-life balance. Surveys
show that nonfarm workers worked an average of 8.8 h a day in 2011, with 42.6%
working more than 8 h. In 2013, nonfarm workers worked 9.1 h a day, with 45.1%
working more than 8 h (see Table 2.5). This shows that it is common for nonfarm
workers to work overtime, which lowers employment quality to some extent.

It is particularly noteworthy that it is exceedingly common for menial laborers to
work overtime. Surveys show that 30% of nonfarm workers whose work requires a
certain level of skill work more than 8 h a day. On average, such workers are at their
job for 8.7 h a day. Meanwhile, more than 55% of nonfarm workers whose work
mainly involve manual or semi-manual labor work more than 8 h a day. On average,
such workers are at their job for 9.5 h each day. Individual proprietors work for 10.2 h
a day, employees at private enterprises work for 8.89 h a day, while those in sanzi
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Table 2.5 Daily working hours for nonfarm workers

Duration 2011 2013

Number of persons % Number of Persons %

Below 8 h 441 14.3 664 13.6

8 h 1325 43.1 2010 41.3

Above 8 h 1310 42.6 2195 45.1

Total 3076 100 4869 100

qiye work for 8.86 h a day, all higher than workers in other jobs. This shows that,
at present, some workers are depending on longer working hours to increase their
income, while some enterprises continue to impose longer hours on their workers.
Of course, intense work and longer hours result in a lower quality of employment.

(4) Improvements to the social safety net for workers

The social security system, otherwise known as the social safety net, is a system of
material compensation and assistance to citizens by the state provided by law, playing
a positive role in diversifying risk, guaranteeing basic living standards and main-
taining social stability. Hence, it is an important indicator in evaluating the quality
of employment. Survey results show that, at present, 88.2% of nonfarm workers
enjoy medical insurance coverage in 2013—the highest rate among all insurance
types. Retirement endowment insurance comes second—60.6% in 2013. Coverage
rates are relatively low for unemployment insurance, work injury insurance and
maternity insurance, respectively 23.3, 26.1 and 17.3% in 2013. Compared to 2011,
the various social insurance coverage rates for nonfarm workers have increased by
varying degrees in 2013 (see Table 2.6). This indicates that workers now enjoy
somewhat greater levels of social security.

(5) Protection of workers’ rights is steadily improving, and formal labor contracts
have become more common.

Harmonious labor relations are a main indicator for evaluating the quality of employ-
ment. In general circumstances, the number of formal labor contracts, collective
bargaining by workers, and participation by workers in management affairs are indi-
cators that reflect the state of labor relations. The Chinese General Social Survey

Table 2.6 Various forms of social security for nonfarm workers

2011 2013

Number of persons % Number of persons %

Old-age insurance 1586 50.9 2954 60.6

Health insurance 2646 84.8 4299 88.2

Unemployment insurance 710 23.0 1130 23.3

Work injury insurance 751 24.3 1266 26.1

Maternity insurance 422 13.7 839 17.3
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(CGSS) adopted rates of formal employment contracts as the main indicator for
evaluating the state of labor relations. Our survey results show that there have been
steady increases in the number of formal employment contracts due to greater govern-
ment efforts to promote sound employment practices and protect workers’ legitimate
rights and interests while duly regulating the role of the market. In 2011, only 56.5%
of enterprise employees signed a formal labor contract. This figure had risen to 61.3%
in 2013.

In terms of category, fixed-term labor contracts have become more common. This
figure was 41.1% in 2011 and 46.6% in 2013. In 2013, 88.3% of the employees of
state-owned or state-controlled1 enterprises had signed formal labor contracts with
their employers. The equivalent figures for enterprises owned by a collective, private
enterprises, and sanzi qiye2 are respectively 74.1, 50.1 and 89.3%. Formal labor
contracts have become a more common practice for most enterprises since 2011 (see
Table 2.7).

2.3 Subjective Appraisals of Employment Quality

As employment quality reflects the quality of the specific means by which labor is
combined with the means of production to generate income for workers, at the micro
level, subjective evaluation of one’s employment situation has become an important
criterion for measuring the quality of employment. There are previous studies that
have treated job satisfaction as an important indicator for employment quality. In fact,
their authors believe that job satisfaction has replaced wages as themain indicator for
measuring employment quality (Tian and Man 2013). Our chapter will build a linear
regression model with job satisfaction as the dependent variable, which will describe
human capital, social capital, and institutional factors impact subjective appraisals
of job satisfaction.

(1) Self-reported Job Satisfaction

We asked respondents in nonfarm work to rate, on a scale of 1–10, their job satis-
faction. Respondents were asked to rate aspects such as their working environment,
work intensity, work safety, income and benefits, engagement during work, as well
as their satisfaction with old-age insurance and health insurance. Results show that
respondents expressed greatest satisfaction with work safety (7.16), followed by
health insurance (6.83) and engagement during work (6.65). In contrast, respondents
were less satisfied with income and benefits (5.46) and work intensity (5.80) (see
Table 2.8). On the whole, job satisfaction was slightly above average.

1 i.e. where the state holds a controlling stake—Trans.
2 Sanzi qiye, literally “enterprises of three funding models” include sino-foreign equity joint
ventures, sino-foreign contractual joint ventures, and wholly foreign owned enterprises—Trans.
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Table 2.8 Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction scores Average

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Working
environment

3.4 2.1 4.6 4.2 18.5 14.7 14.4 19.9 6.8 11.6 6.55

Work intensity 5.5 5.1 8.7 7.9 19.0 12.6 12.3 15.9 6.0 6.8 5.80

Work safety 2.6 2.0 4.2 4.6 12.5 8.7 11.5 21.7 12.4 19.8 7.16

Income and benefits 6.2 5.5 9.0 8.8 22.0 15.6 13.0 12.1 3.7 4.3 5.46

Engagement during
work

2.5 1.9 3.8 4.5 17.1 14.8 15.5 21.4 9.5 8.9 6.65

Old-age insurance 5.5 2.8 4.0 4.3 15.7 11.8 14.9 20.1 7.5 13.4 6.57

Health insurance 3.8 2.6 3.5 3.8 14.3 11.4 14.4 22.3 9.4 14.5 6.83

(2) Factors Underlying Job Satisfaction

The average value of the seven aspects of job satisfaction, each with equal weight,
serve as the dependent variables in our analysis. Dependent variables include the
dummy variables female (benchmark = male), north China, northeast China, east
China, central China, southwest China (benchmark = northwest China), post-
60s, post-70s, post-80s, post-90s (benchmark = post-50s or older), white-collar
(benchmark= blue-collar),3 public enterprise, non-public enterprise (benchmark=
sole proprietorship), non-rural household registration (benchmark = rural house-
hold registration), non-migrant worker (benchmark = migrant worker), monop-
olistic industry (benchmark = non-monopolistic industry),4 formal employment

3 Policemen, military servicemen, as well as leading officials/executives, professional/technical
staff, clerks, and persons holding similar appointments in government departments, Party organs,
“mass organizations”, public institutions, and enterprises fall under the category of white-collar
employment. Ordinary enterprise workers, service staff, production/logistics workers and persons
holding similar appointments are classified as blue-collar workers.
4 Monopolistic industries include the power, gas and water utility industries, logistics, transport,
warehousing, postal services, finance, and real estate. Non-monopolistic industries include mining,
manufacturing, construction, the information transmission, IT services and software sector, distri-
bution and retail, accommodation and F&B, rental and commercial services, water conservation,
environmental and public facilities management, residential services, and other service industries.
Non-profit industries include scientific research, technical services and geological surveys, educa-
tion, health, social security, social welfare, the cultural, sports and entertainment sector, public
administration, and social organizations.
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Table 2.9 Descriptive statistics

Dependent variable Job satisfaction (dummy
variable)

Mean Standard deviation Sample size

6.4038 1.53507 4086

Gender Female 0.3557 0.47880 4086

Region Northwest China 0.1237 0.32923 4086

Northeast China 0.0755 0.26428 4086

East China 0.3328 0.47126 4086

Central China 0.2841 0.45105 4086

West China 0.1140 0.31789 4086

Age group Post-60s 0.2252 0.41777 4086

Post-70s 0.2960 0.45656 4086

Post-80s 0.2978 0.45734 4086

Post-90s 0.0890 0.28477 4086

Type of employment White-collar 0.3141 0.46422 4086

Institutional factors Public enterprise 0.2994 0.45805 4086

Non-public enterprise 0.5317 0.49906 4086

Non-rural household
registration

0.3926 0.48838 4086

Non-migrant worker 0.7952 0.40364 4086

Monopolistic industry 0.1018 0.30239 4086

Formal employment 0.4353 0.49586 4086

Human capital Years of schooling 10.7165 3.67324 4086

Vocational skills 2.5675 1.24617 4086

Social capital Satisfaction with social
life

7.17 1.768 4086

(benchmark = informal employment),5 educational attainment, vocational skills,6

satisfaction with social life (see Table 2.9).
On the whole, employment quality, as evaluated through job satisfaction, displays

the following characteristics.

5 We define persons in formal employment as persons employed by a registered company, registered
non-profit organization, government department, or other such entities, who have signed a formal
labor contract (as well as those exempt from this requirement). Persons working for such employers,
but who have not signed a formal labor contract (in contravention of regulations), are defined to be
“informally employed by a government-recognized employer”. Self-employed persons and those
in flexible forms of employment are defined as informally employed.
6 The vocational skills variable mainly reflects the skill intensity of a worker’s current job position.
It is graded on a scale of 1–5. A score of 5 means that the job requires a “very high” level of
professional skill, 4 means that the job requires a “higher” level of professional skill, while 3 means
that the job requires “some” professional skill. A score of 2 indicates that the job is “semi-skilled”
while 1 indicates that the job involves menial labor.
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First, males and females report statistically significant differences in employment
quality, with females expressing higher levels of job satisfaction. In terms of wage
levels, income for the average woman is merely 48.7% that of the average man (CNY
5765 for men; CNY 2810 for women). However, women report far higher levels of
satisfactionwithwork safety, work intensity, and their working environment.Women
also report slightly higher levels of satisfaction with their income and job benefits.
This suggests thatwomen aremore satisfiedwith theirworking conditions.Apossible
interpretation is that women have less demand for high wages and greater benefits.

Second, at the regional level, workers in northern and eastern China report higher
levels of job satisfaction. This suggests that in these developed regions, where white-
collar workers make up a larger proportion, workers enjoy greater wages, benefits,
work safety, and lower work intensity, enhancing their job satisfaction.

Third, compared to those born in the 1950s, those born in the 1960s, 1970s, or
1980s report significantly lower levels of job satisfaction, suggesting that as the main
labor force demographic, these groups face greater job pressures than those born in
the 1950s, who are close to retirement. Meanwhile, those born in the 1990s are just
beginning to enter the labor market. The somewhat lower levels of job satisfaction
reported by this group are not statistically significant.

Fourth, occupation-wise, white-collar workers report significantly higher levels
satisfaction with their working environment, work intensity, work safety, wages and
benefits, and engagement during work than blue-collar workers. However, white-
collar workers are less satisfied with old-age and health insurance, despite enjoying
better benefits in these areas. This suggests that white-collar workers have stronger
demands for social security than blue-collar workers.

Fifth, with regards to institutional factors, systems of ownership, household regis-
tration and industry monopolies did not exert a significant impact on the quality
of employment. This indicates that, as the economic system undergoes transition,
the impact of institutional factors on employment quality is weakening. However,
whether or not a worker is a migrant laborer or in formal employment continues to
exert a significant influence on their job satisfaction. This suggests that it remains
difficult formigrantworkers to integrate into local societies, which translates to lesser
protections with regards to working conditions, wages and benefits, and social secu-
rity. Meanwhile, the legitimate rights and interests of workers in informal employ-
ment remain vulnerable. Currently, 56.5% of workers are in informal employment,
meaning that improving their employment quality will be key to raising employment
quality across the board.

Sixth,with regards to human capital, educational attainment (asmeasured by years
of education) does not have a significant effect on job satisfaction. In contrast, voca-
tional skills levels do have a significant impact. This suggests that higher educational
attainment does not necessarily lead to a good job. Given graduates continue to face
difficulties in employment, lower employment quality for this group has become
common. Apart from high unemployment rates, highly educated youths continue
to face depressed incomes, an increase in informal employment, lower levels of
job satisfaction, and an increasing mismatch between their formal education and
vocational skills.
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Seventh, those who report greater satisfaction with their social life report a higher
level of job satisfaction, suggesting that social capital plays a strong role in improving
employment quality. Social capital has an impact on the costs of seeking employment
and job matching. In a competitive employment market, social capital will play a
key role in enhancing employment quality (Table 2.10).

2.4 Conclusions and Policy Proposals

Through an objective description of employment quality and analysis of self-reported
(subjective) levels of job satisfaction, we reach the following conclusions regarding
current employment quality in China.

On one hand, employment pressures in China have eased somewhat due to
a shrinking working-age population and positive government policies to promote
employment. These have also led to greater job security, lower unemployment rates,
and a rise in short-term unemployment accompanied by a fall in long-term unem-
ployment. In particular, the last factor indicates that those who lose their jobs now
find it easier to seek new employment. On the other hand, unemployment rates for
highly educated youth remain high, leading to a fall in employment quality.

Meanwhile, wage increases have not kept pace with a growing income gap. Wage
increases for low-income groups are tepid, and such workers are often forced to work
longer hours to earn more. In addition, it is common for non-public enterprises to
mandatorily require overtime work.

Labor-capital relations continue to improve,with formal labor contracts becoming
increasingly common. Social security has also been progressively enhanced.
Improvements in these aspects indicate that China has made sound progress in
regulating employment practices. On the whole, China has made progress in devel-
oping sound labor market institutions. Elements of the planned economy system that
created a segregated labor market are being progressively eliminated—systems of
ownership, household registration, and industry monopolies no longer exert a signif-
icant impact on employment quality. However, policies that support China’s huge
numbers of migrant laborers should be further enhanced to ensure that they are enti-
tled to the same employment benefits and social security as their urban counterparts.
In addition, safeguards pertaining to informal employment should be expanded to
adequately protect labor rights and interests for these workers.

To this end, we propose the following.
First, positive employment policies should continue to be promoted, thereby

ensuring sustained improvement to the employment situation in China. While the
employment situation is largely sound, a slowdown in economic growth has led to
economic fluctuations. Certain regions and industries continue to face employment
pressures even as the labor force continues to grow. The quality of employment avail-
able to highly educated young people remains less than ideal, even as jobs remain
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Table 2.10 Linear regression coefficients (unstandardized)

Constants Coefficient Standard
deviation

t-value Significance
level

3.470 0.166 20.925 0.000

Gender Female 0.332 0.047 7.130 0.000

Region Northwest
China

0.214 0.103 2.067 0.039

Northeast China 0.154 0.114 1.350 0.177

East China 0.185 0.091 2.029 0.043

Central China −0.079 0.092 −0.862 0.389

West China 0.074 0.105 0.705 0.481

Age group Post-60s −0.220 0.086 −2.566 0.010

Post-70s −0.320 0.084 −3.795 0.000

Post-80s −0.247 0.088 −2.792 0.005

Post-90s −0.142 0.108 −1.313 0.189

Type of
employment

White-collar 0.269 0.063 4.284 0.000

Institutional
factors

Public enterprise 0.130 0.084 1.543 0.123

Non-public
enterprise

0.288 0.064 4.496 0.000

Non-rural
household
registration

0.006 0.054 0.110 0.913

Non-migrant
worker

0.120 0.056 2.122 0.034

Monopolistic
industry

−0.018 0.073 −0.239 0.811

Formal
employment

0.152 0.057 2.651 0.008

Human capital Years of
schooling

0.004 0.009 0.449 0.653

Vocational skills 0.161 0.021 7.770 0.000

Social capital Satisfaction with
social life

0.288 0.012 23.315 0.000

Adjusted R2 0.186

F Statistic 47.684

Significance level 0.000
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somewhat scarce. Hence, positive employment policies, promoting entrepreneur-
ship, and lowering barriers faced by entrepreneurs remain important to ensuring the
quality of employment.

Second, labor market mechanisms should continue to be improved, and mech-
anisms to allow freedom of employment should be developed. Migrant workers
continue to experience a low quality of employment even though institutional factors
dating from the days of planned economy no longer exert as strong an influence
on China’s labor markets and institutional barriers to internal migration have been
progressively eliminated. There remains room for improving institutional mecha-
nisms that promote quicker progress in urbanization, the development of open, fair,
and equitable labor markets, encouraging labor migration within reasonable limits,
and ensuring the integration of migrant workers into local society.

Third, the rights and interests of workers should be safeguarded through continued
regulation of corporate employment practices. Although China has made sound
progress in regulating corporate employment practices, as evident from the increasing
numbers of workers who have signed formal labor contracts and their entitlement
to social security, mandatory overtime work remains a concern and scant protection
of the rights and interests of workers in informal employment remains a policy
dilemma. Hence, there is a need to further strengthen regulations pertaining to
corporate employment practices to protect the physical and psychological health
of workers. In addition, formal labor contracts should be more widely mandated, in
order to reduce the number of workers engaging in informal employment.

Fourth, skills training for workers should be more widely promoted. Our analysis
in this chapter has shown that workers’ skills are key to enhancing their employment
quality and job satisfaction. Survey results show that, at present, merely 39.7% of
workers have participated in skills training organized by their employers over the
past year. Thus, skills training for workers should be a focus for the government,
relevant institutions and employers.

Fifth, labormarket services that provideworkers with adequate protections should
continue to be developed. Main channels for seeking employment have remained
largely unchanged since 2011. Referrals from friends and families remain the most
common channel, accounting for 53.4%.Merely 12.8% of workers are registered at a
recruitment agency, while 26.9% are hired through employer-organized recruitment
events or examinations. It is also noteworthy that 28.2% of workers now hunt for
jobs through the internet or other forms of media, an increase of 4.3% over 2011. It is
apparent that, despite inadequate employment services, the development of internet
applications has had a positive effect on job seeking channels. This would create new
demands on the development of future employment services.
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Chapter 3
Education, Social Mobility and Quality
of Life

Chunling Li

Educational attainment has long been an important indicator inmeasuring the quality
of life. In addition to being a fundamental human right, educational attainment opens
the door towards more satisfactory jobs, higher incomes and opportunities for career
development. More importantly, access to education gives the poor, the vulnerable
and those of lower socioeconomic status the chance to improve their social status,
thus shrinking the rich-poor divide and promoting social harmony. At the same time,
the role of education in social mobility reflects the degree of social justice and the
openness of the social structure. In traditional societies, where social injustice is
greater and social structures are more conservative, ascribed status (for instance
family background) determine a person’s socioeconomic status. In contrast, in a
society that is more open and equitable, achieved factors play a more important role
in deciding a person’s socioeconomic status.

Academic qualifications are the most important factor in determining achieved
status, as education accords people with the opportunity to improve their social
standing. Our present chapter will focus on an analysis of higher levels of education
in China and the impact of education on individual socioeconomic status, before
discussing the relationship between education and quality of life.

3.1 Developments in Education and Growth in Educational
Opportunities

Education inChina has developed rapidly since the founding of the People’s Republic
in 1949. Education attainment has grown continually, and educational opportunities
have increased.Before the founding of the People’sRepublic, China had an extremely
backward educational system,wheremore than 80%of the populationwere illiterate.
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This figure was even higher in rural areas, where merely 20% of school-age chil-
dren were enrolled in schools. In 1947, a total of 150,000 students were enrolled in
Chinese institutions of higher learning, whereas there were 17.98 million students
in secondary schools and 228.58 million students in primary schools in 1946. Given
that the Chinese population numbered 470 million back then, only 3 out of 10,000
Chinese were enrolled in tertiary education; corresponding figures are 38 and 486
for secondary and primary education, respectively (Lu and Li 1991: 210). However,
developments over the past 50-odd years have created far greater educational oppor-
tunities in China. Data from the sixth census conducted by the National Bureau of
Statistics show that, out of every 100,000 people, 8930 had a bachelor’s degree or
dazhuan,1 14,032 had completed high school or secondary vocational education,
37,788 had graduated from junior secondary school, while 26,779 had completed
primary school (National Bureau of Statistics 2013).

Since adopting economic reforms, China has embarked upon a new era in the
development of education. TheChinese government has continually increased invest-
ment in education, and education facilities have seen sustained improvement, greatly
enhancing the quality of education.However, there are still fluctuations in the increase
of educational opportunities. In the first ten years of economic reform, there was a
sustained decrease in opportunities for secondary school education. In 1975, 90.6%
of primary school students would go on to secondary school. This figure declined
to 87.7% in 1978, 75.9% in 1980 and 68.4% in 1986. There was a similar trend of
decline in the secondary school graduation rate. In 1975, 60.4% of middle school
students would go on to high school. This figure saw a sharp decline to 40.9% in
1978, a slight rebound in 1980 to 45.9%, but continued to decline thereafter, to
41.7% in 1985, 40.6% in 1986, 39.1% in 1987, 38.0% in 1988 and 38.3% in 1989.
The main reason for the decline in opportunities for secondary school education are
themarketization of the education system (leading to an increase in fees), a loosening
of social control systems (a more liberal household registration system allowed rural
residents to work in cities) and the marketization of the economy (the emergence
of sole proprietors and non-public sector employees). These factors caused many
youths from poor rural households to give up their chance at a secondary school
education in exchange for work in the cities. Child labor was also common during
this period.

Since 1990,more students have graduated fromsecondary education,while oppor-
tunities for secondary education rebounded somewhat after the implementation of
relevant government initiatives, especially “Project Hope”, which provided aid to
children who have dropped out of school due to poverty, as well as developments in
the labor market (e.g. less demand for child labor as more young migrant workers
sought employment in cities). A new round of growth in educational opportunities
began in 1990. Sometime around 1994, the number of students progressing from
primary school to junior secondary school, and from junior secondary school to

1 The term dazhuan was originally shorthand for daxue zhuanke xueke zhuanye jiaoyu (i.e. special-
ized university vocational education). After educational reforms in 1999, this became known as
“higher vocational education”, but the term dazhuan remains in common use—Trans.
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Fig. 3.1 Total number of university students and university enrollment rates for high school
graduates

high school began to return to 1978 levels. Since the 1990s, growth in the supply of
opportunities for basic education and secondary have picked up notably. By 2000, the
nine-year compulsory education system2 was largely instituted across the country,
which effectively brought youth illiteracy rates to zero. Middle school graduation
rates had exceeded 50% while high school graduation rates had reached 73.2%.
Opportunities for tertiary education grew at slow rates in the 1990s. It was not until
the government implemented policies for expanding university enrollment in the late
1990s that opportunities for tertiary education would grow at a breakneck pace.

In 1999, the Chinese government adopted a policy of expanding university enroll-
ment, which led to rapid growth in enrollment rates and opportunities for tertiary
education (see Fig. 3.1). Over the next five years, student enrollment in Chinese
higher education institutions grew at an average annual rate of 20%. The ratio of
high school graduates enrolling in university increased sharply from 46.1% in 1998
to 83.4% in 2003. In 2005 (the peak of the “enrollment expansion policy”), new
student enrollment in higher education institutions was 4.7 times that in 1998, with
a gross enrollment ratio of 21%. The number of students enrolled in higher educa-
tion institutions that year was also 3.9 times that in 1998. Even though enrollment
rates in higher education institutes have grown at a slower pace in the face of high
graduate unemployment rates, enrollment growth rates have remained at around 5%
since 2006.

Opportunities for tertiary education and higher secondary education have progres-
sively grown over the past decade with the progressive implementation of the nine-
year compulsory education system, higher junior secondary school graduation rates,
and expanded university enrollment. Figure 3.2 shows educational attainment levels
from 2004 to 2013 for persons aged six and above as a proportion of total population,

2 Six years of primary education and three years of junior secondary education—Trans.
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Fig. 3.2 Educational attainment (as percentage of population aged six and above)

fromwhichwe observe that opportunities for tertiary education and higher secondary
education have progressively increased year after year. 11.7% of the population have
received a university education as of 2013, compared to 5.7% in 2004, while 16.5%
have completed high school or equivalent, compared to 13.4% in 2004. Meanwhile,
there are significantly fewer people with only primary school education or are illit-
erate. In 2004, 32.4% of the population had received only primary school education,
compared to 26.4% in 2013. Illiteracy rates have declined from 9.2% in 2004 to 5%
in 2013.

Those born in the 1980s and 1990s are the biggest beneficiaries of increased
educational opportunities. Government education policies and the size and quality
of China’s educational institutions have changed greatly over the years, meaning
that every generation inChina faces radically different educational opportunities. The
means and likelihood of pursuing tertiary education differ greatly across generations.
Based on data collected from the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) carried out
by the China Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) in 2006, 2008, 2011 and 2013, we
compare enrollment rates for different age groups during different periods, as shown
in Fig. 3.3. The data clearly indicates that those born in later periods attain a higher
level of education. In fact, nearly 99% of those born between 1980 and 1999 have
received primary school education. Of primary school graduates, 88.9% of those
born in the 1980s and 97.6% of those born in the following decade have had the
opportunity for junior secondary education, respectively 14 and 22% higher than for
those born in the 1970s. Of junior secondary school graduates, 53.6% of those born in
the 1980s and 70.5% of those born in the 1990s have progressed to higher secondary
education (high school or secondary vocational education), respectively 14 and 31%
higher than those born in the 1970s. Of higher secondary education graduates, 50.8%
of those born in the 1980s have progressed to university level, approximately 4%
higher than those born in the 1970s. No data are yet available for those born in the
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Fig. 3.3 Enrollment rates by year of birth

1990s, a significant portion of whom have yet to take college entrance examinations.
However, it can be safely predicted that their university enrollment rates will be even
higher.

Figure 3.4 compares gross university enrollment rates for different age groups.
These figures show a clear and sustained increase in university enrollment, particu-
larly over the past two decades. Where merely 3.9% of those born in the 1940s, 4.2%
of those born in the 1950s, and 6.8% of those born in the 1960s made it to university,
the college enrollment rate for those born in the 1970s was nearly twice that of those
born in the 1960s. The university enrollment rate increased by 10.6% for those born
in the 1980s, reaching 23.8%. Gross university enrollment rates for those born in the
1990s are even higher, where one third of age-appropriate students have enrolled in
university.

Fig. 3.4 Gross university enrollment rates by age group
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3.2 Urban–Rural and Social Status Inequities
in Educational Opportunities

The rapid growth in educational opportunities represented a chance to achieve greater
educational equity. The greater availability of educational opportunities meant that
disadvantaged social groups now had more opportunities for education. However,
inequity in educational opportunities persisted though less affluent social groups and
disadvantaged children had benefited from the growth in educational opportunities.
When respondents were asked to rate the fairness of the gaokao3 and the nine-
year compulsory education system, 15.4% felt that the gaokao was unfair, another
15.7% reported that “it was hard to say”. In addition, 11.3% felt that the compulsory
education system was unfair, while another 5.4% reported that “it was hard to say”.

Meanwhile, it was more likely for a highly educated respondent to believe that the
gaokao was unfair. Per their highest level of educational attainment, 25.6% of those
with postgraduate degrees, 28.0% of those with bachelor’s degrees, and 27.4% of
thosewith higher vocational education believed that the gaokaowas unfair, compared
to only 18.8% of those with secondary vocational education, 13.6% of those with
junior secondary education, and 9.7% of those with primary school education. One
possible interpretation is that those who have had the opportunity for tertiary educa-
tion, particularly thosewho came from less affluent backgrounds, had amore personal
experience of the unfairness of the academic rat race.

Inequity in educational opportunities is most prominently manifested between
urban and rural areas, and between social groups. Table 3.1 lists the ratio distribution
of those from those born in the 1980s who have graduated or dropped out from
school, broken down by factors such as their fathers’ occupation (as a proxy for
social background), their fathers’ household registration (indicating whether they are
urban or rural residents). The overall ratio distributions of their fathers’ occupation
and household registration are included as a reference.

If educational opportunities were truly equal, graduation and drop-out rates for
persons from any particular social background should be equal to overall rates, i.e. a
ratio of 1.A ratio other than 1would indicate the presence of educational inequity. The
size of the disparity would indicate the level of inequity. This comparative analysis
would reflect the state of educational inequity between urban/rural areas and social
groups.

Although most school-age children have received primary education, a small
proportion (1.8%) of those born in the 1980s have never received any formal educa-
tion. The vast majority (92.2%) hail from rural villages, while only 7.8% are from
urban localities. By family background, 89.1% come from farming families, while
10.1% are children of workers. By and large, they remain less well-off and lack the
opportunity for upward social mobility.

The situation is largely similar for thosewho failed to progress to junior secondary
education. In terms of household registration, 95.2% are rural residents while 4.8%

3 i.e. the National College Entrance Examination, more often known as gaokao even in English
publications—Trans.
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are urban residents. 81.7% hail from farming backgrounds, 11.1% are children of
workers, while 7.1% have parents who are clerks, individual proprietors, or self-
employed persons. Those born in the 1980s largely reached junior secondary age
when the government was strongly promoting the nine-year compulsory education
system, which led to a rapid rise in junior secondary school enrollment. However,
nearly 1 out of 10 of those born in the 1980s failed to progress to junior secondary
education. Much akin to those without formal education, most will probably be
deprived of the chance for upward social mobility.

The path from junior secondary education to higher secondary education is a
key node in the “streaming” of educational opportunities. Close to half (47.3%) of
those born in the 1980s would not go above junior secondary level, of which 89.8%
come from rural villages. Two thirds, or 66.7% come from farming families while
another 21.4% are children of workers. Only a tiny proportion of children from other
family backgrounds would miss out on the chance to advance to higher secondary
education. These proportions are largely similar to those who have received only
primary education or no formal education. Most are from farming households while
a minority are the children of workers.

Aroundhalf of those in upper secondary educationwould fail to progress to tertiary
education. On the whole, after “successive rounds of elimination”, less than one out
of four of those born in the 1980s would go on to university. If we examine the family
backgrounds of those who successfully move on to the next stage of education, from
primary school all the way to university, we find that the proportion of those from
“higher” family backgrounds increases at each stage. Those from white-collar fami-
lies or urban families make up an ever-increasing proportion, while the reverse is true
for those from rural families. Table 3.1 lists the university enrollment rates for those
in the 1980s from various family backgrounds as a ratio of the overall population,
which clearly shows that children of professionals or managerial executives had a
clear advantage in tertiary educational opportunities. The ratio of such students that
attended university is approximately thrice that of their ratio in the overall population.
Children of those who worked as clerks also had an advantage, where their univer-
sity enrollment ratio was roughly twice their population ratio. University enrollment
rates for children of workers, individual proprietors, or self-employed persons were
largely around population averages, indicating neither a clear advantage or disadvan-
tage. However, children from rural backgrounds were clearly disadvantaged—they
were far less likely to attend university.

By comparing the backgrounds of students who succeed or fail in progressing
to the next stage of education, we find that educational inequity persists despite the
enormous growth in educational opportunities for those born in 1980–1989. There is a
wide urban–rural divide in this respect, where children of professionals ormanagerial
executives had a clear advantage, while those from rural backgrounds had the least.
Of those born in the 1980s, 2% had never received formal education, while 11% have
had only primary education. They hail from less affluent backgrounds, remain part of
the social underclass, and their children are extremely likely to remain so. The vast
majority are rural residents, as are most who fail to progress from junior secondary to
upper secondary education, and from upper secondary to tertiary education. Clearly,



3 Education, Social Mobility and Quality of Life 49

inequity in educational opportunity is most prominently manifested in the urban–
rural educational gap. The urban–rural educational gap is both the result of the
urban–rural socioeconomic divide and a factor for its intensification. In addition, the
effects of inter-generational transmission mean that the urban–rural educational gap
will contribute towards a sustained urban–rural socioeconomic divide.

Meanwhile, inequity in the distribution of educational opportunities is not only
reflected in progress to higher levels of education, but also in the different paths
selected by students in the same stage of education. Students in tertiary education
find that the value of a degree varies greatly from one university to another, leading to
great disparities in the returns on education. Similarly, students at the upper secondary
level have to choose either to enroll in high school or higher vocational education, a
choice that will have a great impact on their future personal development. Students
from more affluent backgrounds or urban families have a greater opportunity to
enroll in a good school or otherwise receive a quality education than those from
less affluent backgrounds or rural families. This implies that social status plays a
role in educational inequity even for students at the same stage of education. Table
3.2 breaks down the family backgrounds of students born in the 1980s who have
progressed to upper secondary and tertiary education.

First, we compare differences between the two types of upper secondary educa-
tion. With ever-greater progress towards universal compulsory nine-year education,
a student’s choice of upper secondary education (or whether or not to enroll in upper
secondary education) has become a key node in “educational stratification”. After
completing junior secondary education, some students would find themselves facing
options that would very likely determine their personal future. Three options are
presented to these students: give up the chance for further education, high school,
or enroll in secondary vocational education. A little less than half, or 47.3% of
those who graduated or dropped out from junior secondary school would not go on
to further education, of which 89.8% come from rural villages. In terms of family
background, 66.7% are from farming families, 21.4% are children of workers, while
those from other backgrounds make up a tiny minority. More than half, or 52.7%will
progress to upper secondary education, either to high school or vocational education.
A comparison of their family backgrounds can be found in Table 3.2.

It is more common for children of professionals and managerial executives to opt
for high school, where their share of high school enrollment is twice their population
proportion. Their share of enrollment in vocational education is only marginally
higher than their population proportion. We can thus observe that, that the upper
secondary stage, students are “streamed” into three categories. Children from more
affluent family backgrounds (children of managerial executives and mid/high-level
professionals) often opt for high school and move on to university. Children from
less affluent backgrounds (children of clerks, low-level professional, agricultural
technicians) often opt for vocational education as their grades make it less likely that
they can enter university, whereas a vocational education would allow them to join
the labor force. Students from rural families are likely to forgo further education if
their grades are inadequate for university entrance. Most would join the labor force
and become migrant workers.
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As for tertiary education, the family backgrounds of students pursuing bachelor’s
degrees or higher vocational education are largely similar. As summarized in Table
3.2, children of managerial executives or professionals enroll in university at respec-
tively 4.5 times and 3.9 times of average rates, which indicates that these groups have
a clear advantage in the competition for university places. Students from other social
backgrounds, with the exception of those from rural households, do not enjoy a clear
advantage or disadvantage in opportunities for tertiary education, with enrollment
rates largely equal to overall rates. Students from rural backgrounds are clearly disad-
vantaged in the competition for tertiary education, where their share of enrollment
in higher vocational (and tertiary education) is only half their population proportion.
Enrollment in higher vocational is somewhat higher by the same measure.

These data show that China has to devote greater efforts to addressing educational
inequality despite great achievements in developing its education system. China has
instituted several educational reforms after the gaokao system was reinstated in
1977, of which a key focus was the establishment or improvement of institutional
structures—a progressively stricter examination system at each stage of education
and a sound school classification system (e.g. the identification of “key” schools).
Although the system has been successful in selecting and training many talented
students, its outcomes have not always been fair. A rigid examination system may
provide a channel for equal competition, since “all are equal in the eyes of grades”,
but actual competition cannot be said to be fair. Advantaged groups with greater
resources will use various means to ensure greater educational opportunities for
their children to ensure their success amidst fierce competition, while disadvantaged
groups, especially the children of farmers, are in a weaker position, and are more
likely to be “eliminated” over successive rounds of examinations. Such competition
makes it likely that social inequality and urban–rural divides are passed on or even
intensified in the next generation, which then leads to even greater social inequity.

In order to prevent competitive examinations from resulting in greater social
inequity, there is a need to adopt measures to support disadvantaged groups in
the competition for educational opportunities, lower their education expenditures
and their risk of dropping out from school, enhance their returns on education, and
motivate their educational pursuits. This would lead to lesser urban–rural and class
disparities in educational opportunities, allowing education to play a greater role in
promoting social equity.

3.3 Enrollment Expansion and Graduate Unemployment

The tertiary education enrollment expansion policy made it far more likely that those
born in the 1980s and 1990s would progress to university. However, greater univer-
sity enrollment created another problem—university graduates are facing greater
employment difficulties, as manifested in greater rates of unemployment and inad-
equate employment. Since the government implemented the university enrollment
expansion policy in 1999, tertiary education has expanded rapidly in China. The
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Table 3.3 Gender distribution and marital status among NEETs by educational attainment (%)

Education Gender Marital status

Male Female Total Single Married Total

Primary or below 12.2 87.8 100 7.5 92.5 100

Junior Secondary 17.0 83.0 100 19.6 80.4 100

Upper Secondary 24.7 75.3 100 27.7 72.3 100

Tertiary 43.4 56.6 100 52.0 48.0 100

number of university graduates has increased year by year, reaching 7.27 million in
2014 and 7.49 million in 2015, a 2.2-fold increase over the past decade and more
than eight times greater than in 1998 (before the enrollment expansion policy was
launched). This rapid growth in the number of university graduates led to a rise in
graduate unemployment due to a lack of suitable jobs. According to the CGSS 2013,
around one in five (20.4%) among those aged 16 to 34 were neither in education nor
employment (otherwise known as “NEETs”). While most NEETs had a lower level
of educational attainment, 17.4% of them (roughly 13.92 million) were university
graduates. These graduate NEETs form a social group that stands out from the crowd.

The population structure of graduate NEETs is significantly different from that of
less-educated NEETs, as clearly indicated in the data summarized in Tables 3.1, 3.2
and 3.3. Broken down by gender, 80% of NEETs with higher secondary education or
lower are females. In terms of marital status, 80% of these NEETs are married. This
suggests that less-educated NEETs are mostly married women of childbearing age.
In contrast, females and married persons make up a far lower proportion of grad-
uate NEETs. Although there are more female than male NEETs, the gender divide
among graduate NEETs is far lower than their less-educated counterparts. Mean-
while, graduate NEETs are marginally more likely to be single than less-educated
NEETs, which suggests that married females of childbearing age are not a dominant
subset of the graduate NEET population.

Graduate NEETs often reside in different areas than their less-educated coun-
terparts. The latter are mostly concentrated in villages and the county seats and
small towns nearby, and are known as “xianyu shehui qingnian”.4 Conversely, grad-
uate NEETs are more often found in “second-tier” cities, followed by “third-tier”
and “fourth-tier” cities.5 A recent dilemma facing university graduates is whether
to “flee from Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou” or “flee to Beijing, Shanghai and

4 Literally “county society youths”, meaning rural youth who are not in formal education. In China,
the term shehui qingnian (society youth) has many connotations, but in general, it refers to young
people who are out of school and instead being “educated by society”. The termmay also sometimes
have derogatory undertones, depending on the context—Trans.
5 In China, it is common to (loosely) classify cities into four “tiers”. First-tier cities would be those
that are largest and most developed, while second-tier cities are less so, and so on. However, there
is no universal definition for each tier, leading to a measure of ambiguity in the actual use of such
rankings—Trans.
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Table 3.4 Proportionate size of the NEET population in various urban localities (%)

Educational
attainment

First-tier cities Second-tier
cities

Third-,
fourth-tier cities

Towns Villages Total

Primary
education or
below

3.7 13.0 11.6 27.3 44.4 100

Junior
secondary

3.8 9.9 7.9 24.1 54.4 100

Higher
secondary

1.1 13.8 37.9 17.3 29.9 100

Tertiary 6.3 33.6 25.0 17.9 17.2 100

Guangzhou”.6 There are greater employment opportunities in large cities, but housing
prices are formidable. Housing and daily costs of living are lower in smaller cities,
but employment opportunities are scarcer, with less room for career advancement.
Some graduates that “fled Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou” have become NEETs
due to a lack of suitable job opportunities in smaller cities.

Meanwhile, the population ofNEETswithout tertiary education also differs across
regions. There are fewer NEETs with higher secondary education in first-tier cities,
which suggests that high school graduates find it easier to find jobs in these localities.
However, there are large numbers of NEETs in third- and fourth-tier cities, which
suggests a lack of suitable employment in these places. NEETswith junior secondary
education or lower are mostly found in villages and small towns. Despite being
generally unwilling to take up farming, nonfarm work is scarce in these regions (see
Table 3.4).

Reasons for unemployment also differ between graduate and non-graduate
NEETs, as compared in Table 3.5. Very few non-graduate NEETs have never been
employed, as most have been in one form or another of unemployment after leaving
school. Most report that they are unemployed for “family reasons”. In other words,
most are married females who choose not to work due to pregnancy or childcare. Far
fewer graduate NEETs are unemployed for “family reasons”, with greater numbers
reporting that they have “never been employed”. In fact, more than one in four grad-
uate NEETs have never worked since graduation. Most rely on their parents for
financial support, and are typical examples of the kenlaozu.7 Their parents continue
to support them financially despite having spent large sums on their education.

Regardless of their level educational attainment, it is highly uncommon forNEETs
to be unemployed due to employer-side reasons (bankruptcy, retrenchment, enter-
prise reform, or xiagang). They are far more likely to have voluntarily resigned from
their jobs, especially among graduateNEETs,where around two out of five are unem-
ployed for this reason. In other words, this suggests that a lack of job positions is

6 Here, Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, commonly referred to as beishangguang, is used more
as a generic term for meta-cities—Trans.
7 Literally “those who feed off the old”, i.e. adults who still rely on their parents—Trans.
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Table 3.5 Duration and reasons for NEET unemployment (broken down by levels of educational
attainment)

What is the main reason that you are unemployed? (%)

Primary
Education and
below

Junior Secondary
Education

Upper Secondary
Education

Tertiary
Education

Never been
employed

0.1 3.0 8.6 27.4

Family reasons 66.5 51.4 41.9 14.9

Voluntary
resignation

30.6 27.5 33.7 39.6

Dismissal by
employer

0.1 1.5 6.5 6.8

Others 2.7 16.6 9.3 11.3

Total 100 100 100 100

Are you currently looking for work? (%)

Primary
Education and
below

Junior Secondary
Education

Upper Secondary
Education

Tertiary
Education

Currently seeking
work

21.0 18.9 34.4 54.7

Preparing to start a
business

0.5 4.7 6.9 6.8

Not seeking any
form of work

78.5 76.3 58.7 38.5

Total 100 100 100 100

How long have you been unemployed? (years)

Primary
Education and
below

Junior Secondary
Education

Upper Secondary
Education

Tertiary
Education

Average duration 5.99 2.81 2.07 1.4

not the main factor for the emergence of the NEET population, but rather that young
people find it difficult to find suitable jobs. This is what economists often refer to
as “structural unemployment”, where a mismatch between workers and jobs leads
to both large numbers of unfilled positions and high unemployment rates. Structural
unemployment also increases the time needed for a worker to find a suitable job,
which is most common among graduate NEETs. As shown in Table 3.5, our data
indicates that more than half of graduate NEETs are currently seekingwork, meaning
that they are involuntarily unemployed due to a lack of suitable jobs. Length of unem-
ployment is also different for graduate and non-graduate NEETs, where graduates
have been unemployed for an average of 1.4 years, significantly lower than their
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non-graduate counterparts. This suggests that the graduate NEET population is a by-
product of graduate unemployment. Because they take longer to find a satisfactory
job, these graduates are forced to live off their parents instead of working.

3.4 Educational Attainment and Socioeconomic Status

As the population becomes more educated, levels of education have come to exert
a greater influence on socioeconomic status and income growth. In most modern
industrial societies, income levels are determined, to a certain degree, by educational
attainment. Higher levels of education often lead to higher incomes, and vice versa,
which becomes the main motivation behind the pursuit of education. Before the
initiation of economic reforms, there was no clear link in Chinese society between
educational attainment and income levels due to the impact of far-left policies and
equalitarian distribution principles. However, since China adopted economic reforms
that promoted the market economy, education has had a stronger impact on income
levels, resulting in a sustained rise in returns on education.

The Institute of Econometrics at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS)
tracked 120,000 enterprise employees from 1981 to 1987. Their data showed that
returns on education in urban areas was 2.5% in 1981 and 2.7% in 1987. This figure
had increased to 3.8% by 1988 and 5.7% by 1995 (Zhao et al. 1999). The CASS
Institute of Population and Labor Economics conducted a survey across five cities in
2002, which estimated that returns on education had grown to more than ten percent
(China Adult Literacy Survey Team, 2002). Meanwhile, a nationwide randomized
survey by theCASS Institute of Sociology in 2001 estimated that returns on education
were 11.8% (Li 2003). The CGSS 2006, 2011 and 2013, also carried out by the
CASS Institute of Sociology, arrived at similar estimates (respectively 11.6, 12.2
and 11.4%).

Table 3.6 lists the various rates of return on education, as estimated by the Mincer
equation from CGSS 2013 data. The data reveals that returns on education at the
national level were 11.4%, i.e. that each additional year of education led to a 11.4%
gain in income. However, returns on education varies, depending on where one lives
(urban or rural areas) and whether they are employed in the public or non-public
sector. Returns on education were far greater in urban areas, where an additional year
of education led to a 9.5% increase in expected income; this figure was merely 5.2%
in rural areas. This urban–rural divide suggests that differences in industry structure
between urban and rural areas lead to different income distribution mechanisms.
Industries in urban areas are more specialized and skill intensive, which creates
greater opportunities for professionals and technicians. Employees with a higher
level of education command higher incomes, while those less educated will have to
settle for less.

Meanwhile, levels of specialization and mechanization are low in China’s agri-
cultural industry, which remains highly dependent on low-skilled menial labor. A
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Table 3.6 Returns on education in 2013 (estimated using the Mincer equation)

National
average

Urban
regions

Rural
regions

Public sector Non-public
sector

Constants 5.862 (0.128) 5.742
(0.164)

7.056
(0.187)

7.056
(0.269)

6.161 (0.145)

Years of
Schooling

0.114 (0.003) 0.095
(0.004)

0.052
(0.005)

0.083
(0.006)

0.098 (0.004)

Male 0.642 (0.026) 0.555
(0.033)

0.848
(0.038)

0.201
(0.042)

0.695 (0.029)

Age 0.111 (0.006) 0.142
(0.008)

0.063
(0.009)

0.073
(0.013)

0.099 (0.007)

Age (squared) −0.001
(0.000)

−0.002
(0.000)

−0.001
(0.000)

−0.001
(0.000)

−0.001 (0.000)

Adjusted R2 0.232 0.206 0.183 0.164 0.118

N 10,206 10,206 10,206 10,206 10,206

higher level of education does not necessarily lead to higher incomes for agricul-
tural workers. However, it is noteworthy that returns on education are progressively
increasing in rural areas, despite still being far lower than in urban areas. Returns
on education for rural villages were close to zero in the 1980s and 1990s. Even in
2001, returns on education were less than one percent (Li 2003). Yet, this figure had
increased to 5.2% by 2013, suggesting that agricultural production has become more
specialized and skill intensive. Since a greater of skill is now required in the agricul-
tural sector, educated workers will enjoy greater economic returns from employment
in rural areas, whether in agriculture or otherwise.

Furthermore, the different returns on education enjoyed by public sector
employees and their non-public sector counterparts are reflective of the different
levels of marketization between the public and non-public sectors. The non-public
sector is more marketized, leading to greater returns on education, where an addi-
tional year of schooling leads to a 9.8% gain in income.Wage structures in the public
sector retain vestiges of the planned economy. Because market mechanisms play a
smaller role, returns on education are lower in the public sector, where an additional
year of schooling generates only 8.3% in additional income. Returns on education
will be lower in the public sector over the long run, as China’s market reforms are
first promoted in the non-public sector before being implemented in the public sector.

Education contributes not only towards greater incomes but also upward social
mobility. Those with higher levels of education are more likely to achieve higher
social status and job positions. The correlation between educational attainment and
social status/job position is shown in Fig. 3.5. In our survey, respondents were asked
to indicate if their relative socioeconomic status was “high”, “above average”, “aver-
age”, “below average”, or “low”. Those with higher levels of educational attainment
tended to have a favorable view of their social status, where those who graded them-
selves as “above average” had the most years of schooling (10.58 years). Those who
described their social status as “low” had only 8.07 years of schooling (Fig. 3.6).
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Fig. 3.5 Years of schooling by social status and employment type

Fig. 3.6 Years of schooling by employment type

Similar trends are exhibited in employment type, where greater educational attain-
ment leads to higher job positions. Average years of schooling is significantly greater
forwhite-collarworkers than blue-collarworkers. On average, those in the threemain
types of white-collar employment (managerial executives, professionals, and clerks)
have respectively had 13.44, 14.71, and 12.61 years of schooling. In addition, those
in “medium–high” white-collar jobs (managerial executives and professionals) had
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more schooling than those in “lower” white-collar positions (clerks). Blue-collar
workers have three to five years less schooling than their white-collar counterparts,
while small business owners, service staff, and industrial workers have had only
around nine years of schooling. Farmers have the least amount of schooling (only
around six years). However, it is noteworthy that those of highest social status (those
who rated their social status as “high”) and those in the highest job positions (manage-
rial executives) are not necessarily themost highly educated. Their years of schooling,
while substantial, are less than those in professional positions or who rate their social
status as “above average”.

This suggests that education is not the sole factor in attaining the highest level of
social or career status. Other qualities and capabilities are also required. In addition,
another noteworthy phenomenon is that average levels of educational attainment are
not especially high among those of higher social and career status, even though they
do have more schooling than their “lower” counterparts. On average, white-collar
workers who rate their social status as “above average” have close to eleven years of
schooling, while those who graded their social status as “high” and “average” have
approximately ten years of schooling. In other words, persons of “above average”
social status are, by and large, high school graduates.Most white-collar workers have
received an average of thirteen to fifteen years of schooling. The majority of those in
professional positions have received tertiary education, while approximately half of
managerial executives and clerks have completed tertiary education. However, nearly
50% of managerial executives and clerks, along with one out of three professionals,
have only received higher secondary education or less.

Educational attainment is also significantly correlated with employment type.
Those with higher levels of education are more likely to be employed in managerial
or professional positions. As shown in Table 3.6, managerial executives have had
two years more schooling than their counterparts in non-managerial positions. Mid-
to high-level professionals have had 1.5 years more schooling than low-level profes-
sionals, 3.5 years more schooling than semi-skilled workers, and five years more
schooling than menial laborers. Much akin to the distribution of educational attain-
ment among groups of different social or career status, a significant proportion of
those in managerial or professional positions have never received tertiary education,
despite higher overall levels of educational attainment. One in twomid- or high-level
professionals, two-thirds of low-level professionals, and three out of five managerial
executives have never received tertiary education.

3.5 Conclusion

Since reform and opening up, and particularly over the past 15 years, developments
in education have created greater educational opportunities in China. Illiteracy rates
have declined greatly, while junior secondary education has become the universal
norm. There are far greater opportunities for higher secondary and tertiary educa-
tion. Those born in the 1980s or 1990s are far more likely to progress to university,
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leading to great improvements in population quality. Higher educational attainment
has also led to greater potential for personal development and upward social mobility.
With greater returns on education, education has become a greater factor in deter-
mining one’s socioeconomic status, reinforcing its role in social stratification.Greater
educational attainment makes it more likely that one will earn a higher income, and
achieve a higher social and career status. This sufficiently reflects that achieved
factors, such as education, have come to play a stronger role in social stratification,
whereas ascriptive factors (e.g. family background, household registration, gender)
are playing a lesser role. In otherwords, principles of social distribution are becoming
more equitable.

However, greater educational opportunities have not led to greater equity in educa-
tional opportunities. Social status and urban–rural divides continue to contribute
to inequities in educational opportunities. Children from less affluent families and
rural households continue to underperform in the intense competition for educational
opportunities, whilemore and better educational resources are available to their peers
from affluent backgrounds. The problem of graduate unemployment, brought about
by an expansion in university admissions, have made rural and less affluent families
less willing to invest in education. This has further widened the urban–rural educa-
tional gap and narrowed their potential for development, perpetuating the current
state of socioeconomic inequality.
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Chapter 4
Environmental Consciousness
and Quality of Life

Yan Cui

As greater living standards lead to a greater emphasis on the quality of life, environ-
mental protection and environmental quality have become greater issues of public
concern. Quality of life is no longer merely about basic needs such as food, clothing,
housing, transport, and basic amenities. As hazy skies become a part of life in major
Chinese cities, environmental factors such as air quality have become important
variables for measuring the quality of life.

In recent years, China’s modernization has led to intensified environmental issues.
A balance between economic development and environmental protection has become
a major precondition for achieving sustainable social development. However, it is
undeniable that, at present, public environmental participation is somewhat low,
especially in “spontaneous” environmental organizations. On the one hand, there
is low public awareness of environmental issues. Most people continue to have a
“free-rider” mindset with regards to environmental issues, and are not likely to take
proactive actions to protect the environment.

On the other hand, because environmental oversight and means for environmental
protection are currently limited, there is a lack of efficient channels for civic partic-
ipation in the formulation and execution of environmental policies. In particular,
members of the public rarely participate in institutionalized environmental organiza-
tions. Thus, an environmental governance structure based on civic participation can
be developed only by establishing newmodels of social governance, exploring effec-
tive environmental governance systems, and vigorously promoting civic participation
in environmental organizations.

The present chapter focuses on public environmental consciousness and themind-
sets underlying response to environmental advocacy. In addition, we undertake an
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empirical analysis of public response to environmental advocacy from the perspec-
tives of environmental concerns, internal and external efficacy with regards to envi-
ronmental issues, and inclination towards political action.Wewill also discussmeans
by which to enhance public environmental participation.

4.1 An Overview and Review of Relevant Literature

4.1.1 Existing Research on Environmental Consciousness

In existing research, there has been much debate among scholars on the environ-
mental consciousness of the general public. Scholars have also explored the rela-
tionship between environmental consciousness and participation in environmental
organizations (Wang 1999; Ren 2002: 89–113; Zhou 2008). Research reveals that
there aremany possiblemotivations behind civic participation in environmental orga-
nizations. This diversity in motivations can be attributed to the multi-dimensional
nature of civic environmental consciousness.

At present, there is debate among scholars as to how exactly environmental
consciousness should be defined. Existing literature suggests that there are several
aspects to environmental consciousness, namely environmental knowledge, envi-
ronmental attitudes, environmental values and environmental action (Hong 2006;
Liu 2008). From a quantitative perspective, scholars have also proposed various
scales for measuring environmental consciousness, the most representative being the
New Environmental Paradigm proposed by Dunlap in 1978, and the New Ecological
Paradigm proposed by a team of scholars led by van Liere in 2000. These scales have
been widely used by researchers to measure environmental consciousness (Dunlap
and van Liere 1978, 10–19; Dunlap et al. 2000, 425–442). In addition, the World
Values Survey also includes unique tools proposed by the American scholar Ingle-
hart for measuring environmental consciousness. In recent years, Chinese academics
have also proposed methods of measurement appropriate to China’s basic national
conditions (Hong 2006; “Research on Systems of Indicators for Public Appraisal of
Environmental Quality in China”1 Research Group 2010).

Based upon measurements of environmental consciousness, scholars have further
explored the underlying factors and have reached a certain level of consensus with
regards to the following factors: (1) the impact of one’sworldview (Zhonget al. 2003);
(2) the impact of post-materialism2 (Hong 2005; Hu 2006); (3) and the impact of
pollution in raising environmental consciousness (Tong 2002; Liu 2008; Yan 2008).
We shall explore these factors in greater detail in the following sections.

1 Zhongguo gongzhong huanjing suzhi pinggu zhibiao tixi yanjiu. –Trans.
2 Referring to post-materialist values as defined by Inglehart, i.e. where individuals come to value
autonomy and self-expression over the material aspects of life. –Trans.
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Some scholars have pointed out that one’s worldview decides one’s mindset, and
in turn influences one’s behavior patterns. With respect to environmental conscious-
ness, we can divide the worldviews that influence civic environmental consciousness
into “anthropocentrism” and “ecocentrism” (Liu 1997; Cao 2002; Bao and Wang
2003; Chen 2003). Anthropocentrism holds that the world is centered upon human
beings, where nature should be in the service of humankind. From the perspec-
tive of environmental sociology, anthropocentrism places humankind at the center
of the relationship between nature and human beings, where human beings are the
overlords of the natural world—nature is thus an “object” that we are at liberty to
conquer and remake. Guided by this moral paradigm, the interests of humankind
take supreme precedence, where maximizing the interests of humankind becomes
the ultimate goal of all social and economic activities. The development and utiliza-
tion of nature’s bounty then becomes destructive in essence, where the development
of human society deviates from the laws of the natural world, eventually exceeding
the carrying capacity of the natural environment and ultimately leading to envi-
ronmental crises. Typical manifestations of the anthropocentric paradigm include
hyper-consumerism and a commitment to “economic development at all costs”.

Conversely, ecocentrism holds that human beings are merely part of the natural
world and that the development of human society must be in harmony with nature.
Social development must respect the carrying capacity of the environment and
abide by the laws of natural ecosystems. Thus, we cannot deny that the different
environmental values represented by different worldviews have an influence on
environmental consciousness and in turn environmental behavior (Tong 2002).

Apart from studying environmental consciousness from the perspective of
different worldviews, the American scholar Inglehart proposed in the 1970s that we
may divide the ethical paradigms behind environmental consciousness into materi-
alist and post-materialist based on one’s priorities of life. Inglehart further proposed
that economic development and social transformation in Western countries have led
to notable changes to people’s value systems. He believed that, with improved living
standards, people’s demands would no longer be solely focused on material enjoy-
ment. “Materialistic” demands would be replaced by “post-materialistic” values,
which are centered upon self-expression and self-actualization. “Post-materialists”
disputed value systems that exclusively emphasized economic growth and material
enjoyment. Introspections on development of society and the value of the individual
led post-materialists to advocate that self-actualization and comprehensive improve-
ments to the quality of life were in fact more important benchmarks for measuring
happiness. On this basis, Inglehart argued that there was a close relationship between
post-materialist values and environmental consciousness, and that a greater emphasis
on the natural environment reflected the transition of people’s needs from a lower
level (e.g. material needs) to a higher level (e.g. a greater quality of life and spir-
itual fulfilment). Hence, environmental consciousness can be seen as a product of
post-materialist values: those with post-materialist values exhibited greater levels of
environmental consciousness compared to their materialist counterparts.
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Furthermore, apart fromexploring environmental consciousness from theperspec-
tive of abstract value systems, scholars have also focused on the concrete factors that
motivate concern for the environment, which have led them to the idea of “pollution-
driven environmental concern”3 (Liu 2008). Some scholars have pointed out that the
central tenet of pollution-driven environmental concern is based on environmental
consciousness arising from an individual’s considerations of his or her own interests.
Participation in environmental protection inspired by real environmental pollution
problems can be said to be “reactive”, because such awareness and the corresponding
environmental behavior adopted are temporary and in their own interest. Environ-
mental participation by the general public is a result of their concerns regarding
specific environmental problems and not a “greater” concern for the natural world.

In other words, public environmental consciousness may merely consist of
concerns regarding environmental issues that are immediately relevant, such as air
pollution, water pollution and waste pollution. When their own interests are harmed,
people may seek to participate in environmental organizations on their own initiative
and exhibit “defensive” environmental behavior. However, environmental problems
that are at some distance from their daily lives, including global problems such
as global warming and greenhouse gas emissions or ecological problems such as
lesser biodiversity, deforestation and ocean pollution are paid less attention. Neither
would such individuals participate in environmental organizations that focus on such
issues. Hence, we may say that environmental participation inspired by immediate
benefits are a form of “pollution-driven environmental action”, motivated by a desire
to protect one’s rights, whereas environmental participation based on concern for
nature and ecology are motivated by reflections upon the development of human
society and the goal of maintaining harmony between human beings and nature.

4.1.2 The Inadequacies of Existing Research

As discussed above, existing research on the substance, measurement and underlying
factors of environmental consciousness mainly focus on individual psychological
motivations. Analysis has largely been limited to the study of social attitudes and
value orientations, and lacks the ability to explain environmental behavior, particu-
larlymass environmental participation. In termsofChina’s actual national conditions,
environmental consciousness at the individual level does exert some influence on the
actions that every citizen takes to protect the environment. However, participation in
environmental organizations, which is a form of group behavior, should be studied
from the perspectives of social and political participation.

As China’s economy develops, environmental issues have become to affect a
diverse range of interest groups. The choices of whether or not to participate in

3 i.e. where an individual becomes aware of environmental issues due to pollution “in their own
backyard”. –Trans.
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environmental organizations and whether or not to safeguard the public’s envi-
ronmental rights through institutional means are not only affected by individual
beliefs and value systems but also by institutional factors at the state level. This is a
dimension that has been neglected in existing research. Hence, our chapter proposes
that, when discussing civic participation in environmental organizations, we should
focus more on the attributes of social behavior and political participation inherent in
environmental participation.

Political participation, broadly defined, refers to citizens influencing the enact-
ment, decision-making process, and appraisal of the rules of state political systems
and social governance mechanisms by participating in socio-political life through
certain forms of organization and procedures, and thus expressing their individual
or collective demands and intentions (Sun and Liao 2010). In China, participa-
tion in environmental organizations has strong attributes and undertones of political
participation, making it possible to study civic environmental participation from the
perspective of political participation.

Specifically, environmental participation is unlike other forms of civic engage-
ment. For instance, participation in volunteer organizations or charity organizations
is not merely determined by the participant’s environmental consciousness but also
influenced by particular political factors. In other words, whether or not members
can truly meet their demands through environmental participation is, to a very large
extent, determined by factors such as how the state defines and empowers different
social groups, the ability of various interest groups to mobilize resources, the char-
acteristics of each interest group, and their mutual recognition. An overview of envi-
ronmental participation at the global level shows that environmental problems in
developed Western countries is strongly political in nature. Participants in envi-
ronmental organizations generally have clear political demands. When advocating
environmental rights, the range of possible participant political entities is extremely
wide. It is possible for any group to initiate or respond to environmental movements,
regardless of class, political affiliation, occupation or gender. At the same time, when
environmental problems are juxtaposed against the call for “economic development
at all costs”, demands regarding environmental issues may also be “generalized” into
dissatisfaction with a range of social issues. Hence, when discussing the motivations
behind environmental participation, we cannot ignore its underlying connotations of
political participation.

In China, environmental issues are often not simply about the right to a habitable
living environment. They are often related to the right to health and the right to
residence. In certain regions, environmental issues are also related to ownership rights
and land rights. There would be a high risk of “mass incidents” if environmental
problems related to these rights are not appropriately addressed. In recent years,
several environmental incidents inChina have escalated intomass incidents, resulting
in an adverse impact on social stability (Sun and Liao 2010). With regards to this
phenomenon, Chinese scholars have debated how changes to state-society relations
have contributed towards an “awakening” in public environmental consciousness and
a rise in environmental movements (Hong 2007; Peng 2011).
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For instance, Hong Dayong pointed out that non-governmental environmental
organizations in China have become more inclined towards proactive action due to
changes in the role of the state, the development of the market economy and the
growth of civic society. These organizations have begun to play the role of public
agents and have played a role in enhancing public environmental consciousness
and addressing environmental issues (Hong 2007). In relevant research, Zhou Zhijia
divided environmental participation by ordinary citizens into three categories: “infor-
mational participation”, “demand-based participation”, and “confrontational partic-
ipation”. Zhou also pointed out that citizens’ participation in environmental move-
ments reflect merely a “superficial” level of civic mindedness. One of the underlying
reasons is the limited functions of non-governmental organizations in China.

Ren Liying has proposed that, at present, environmental participation by Chinese
citizens is closely related to immediate personal interests, while participation at
the policy level is less common (2002, 89–113). This is obviously related to the
current model for policy making in China, where there are few institutional chan-
nels for civic engagement. Thus, when their rights are infringed, the public has no
choice but to resort to petitioning or even other non-institutional channels to express
their demands. On the whole, when studying public environmental participation, we
should adequately consider the political nature of environmental participation and
incorporate factors related to political participation into our research.

4.2 Environmental Satisfaction and Environmental
Consciousness

4.2.1 Environmental Satisfaction

As discussed in previous studies, levels of environmental consciousness on the part
of the general public are, to a certain extent, directly influenced by the quality
of the surrounding environment. Higher levels of environmental pollution lead to
greater public environmental consciousness. Hence, we determine levels of envi-
ronmental satisfaction and environmental consciousness using data from the 2013
Chinese General Social Survey (conducted by the Institute of Sociology at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences). The environmental module in the CGSS
2013 measures public awareness of environmental issues and public environmental
consciousness.

The data indicate that public satisfaction with the environment is currently rather
low in China, where nearly 25% of respondents say that they live with severe or
rather severe noise and water pollution, while nearly 30% say that they live with
severe or rather severe air pollution. Urban residents also express significantly lower
satisfaction with the environment than rural residents. For instance, 34.8% of urban
residents indicate noise pollution is “severe” or “rather severe” in their areas of



4 Environmental Consciousness and Quality of Life 67

residence, as compared to only 12.9% of rural residents reporting the same. Among
urban residents, 38.6% report that that air pollution is “severe” or “rather severe”,
while the corresponding figure for rural residents is only 14.8%. Similar statistics
for water pollution are respectively 30.1% and 19.5%. On the whole, data collected
from surveys in various regions show that environmental satisfaction is higher among
rural residents than urban residents (see Table 4.1 and Fig. 4.1).

4.2.2 Environmental Consciousness

As a consequence of rapid economic development, environmental issues have
become one of the major factors that adversely impact the quality of life. As envi-
ronmental problems become ever more prominent, the public has developed higher
levels of environmental consciousness, leading to greater calls to protect the envi-
ronment. For instance, merely 7.3% of urban and urban residents fully agree with the
statement “economic development is more important to China than environmental
protection”, while only 3.5% of residents fully agree with the statement that “envi-
ronmental protection is a government responsibility and has little to do with me”.
Also, nearly 75% of urban and rural residents indicate a strong willingness to join
non-governmental environmental organizations. However, we should note that the
“free-rider” mindset is more or less still prevalent, where 16.1% of respondents agree
that “there is no need for me to care about the environment if those around me do
not”. In addition, nearly 70% of respondents believe that “the government should
strengthen environmental protection efforts, but ordinary taxpayers should not foot
the bill”.

However, the data also show that there is a large urban-rural divide between
Chinese citizens when it comes to environmental consciousness. For example, only
29.1% of urban residents agree that “economic development is more important to
China than environmental protection”, compared to 43.7% of rural residents. Only
13% of urban residents indicate that “there is no need for me to care about the
environment if those around me do not”, compared to 21% of rural residents. With
respect to individual environmental consciousness, only 14.9% of urban residents
believe that “the government should strengthen environmental protection efforts, but
ordinary taxpayers should not foot the bill”, compared to 24.3% of rural residents.
Also, urban and rural residents differ somewhat in terms of their sense of efficacy.
For instance, 50% of rural residents indicate that they do not know enough about
environmental issues to comment, compared to 36% of urban residents (see Table
4.2).

Meanwhile, from the perspective of social status, levels of environmental
consciousness differ greatly among different social groups. Only 20.8% of the “elite
class” believe that the economy should take priority, compared to 37.4% for social
groups lower on the socioeconomic ladder. In terms of individual environmental
consciousness, only 7.5% of the elite class believe that “environmental protection
is a government responsibility and has little to do with me”, while corresponding
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Fig. 4.1 Environmental satisfaction by locality type

figures for the middle class and “lower” social groups are 14.6 and 19.3%. As for
efficacy, merely 16.6% of respondents from the elite class report a lower sense of
efficacy, while this figure rises to 35.0% for the middle class and 44.2% for the
“lower” social groups (see Table 4.3).

4.3 Public Environmental Participation

Past research indicates that the existence of environmental problems will lead to
greater environmental consciousness and indirectly promote positive environmental
behavior, whereas participation in environmental organizations is the most typical
form of environmental action. Hence, we now proceed to a further analysis of public
participation in environmental organizations.
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Table 4.3 Environmental consciousness by social group (% of respondents)

Upper class Middle class Workers and
farmers

Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree

Economic development is more important to China than
environmental protection

79.2 20.8 71.1 28.9 62.6 37.4

I am too busy with work, school or other daily affairs to
care about environmental issues

65.1 34.9 51.6 48.4 43.3 56.7

If my peers don’t care about environmental protection,
neither should I

93.9 6.1 86.3 13.7 82.6 17.4

Environmental protection is a government responsibility
and has little to do with me

92.5 7.5 85.4 14.6 80.7 19.3

If time allows, I am very willing to participate in
environmental organizations

14.6 85.4 18.3 81.7 18.4 81.6

I don’t know much about environmental issues and cannot
comment

83.4 16.6 65.0 35.0 55.8 44.2

I have opinions on environmental issues but I don’t think
government departments are interested in my views

37.7 62.3 33.2 66.8 30.3 69.7

The government should strengthen environmental
protection efforts, but ordinary citizens should not foot the
bill

35.8 64.2 28.8 71.2 29.4 70.6

I oppose any proposal to build a chemical factory near my
residence

9.5 90.5 11.7 88.3 15.6 84.4

NoteThe “upper class” is defined as thosewho rate their social status as “high” or “above average”, have completed higher
vocational education or above, and who are employed in leading or professional positions in government departments,
private enterprises or other similar organizations. The middle class is generally defined as those who rate their social
status as “average” or “below average”, have completed vocational education or above, and who are employed in the
commercial service sector. Farmers and workers are defined as those who rate their social status as “low”, have completed
no more than junior secondary education, and who are ordinary workers or farmers
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4.3.1 Research Hypotheses

Based on existing research, we propose the following research hypotheses with the
level of response to environmental advocacy4 as the casual variable to further analyze
the motivations behind civic participation in environmental organizations in China.

Hypothesis 1: Higher levels of pollution in the surrounding environment lead to
stronger response to environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 2: Higher levels of environmental concern lead to stronger response
by environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of environmental efficacy lead to stronger response
to environmental advocacy.

The above hypotheses follow the approaches taken by past research on participa-
tion in environmental organizations. Environmental consciousness is regarded as an
endogenous motivation in our analysis of how different dimensions of environmental
consciousness exert an impact on response to environmental advocacy. Hypotheses
1 and 2 are proposed to examine if citizens’ response to environmental advocacy
are “pollution-driven”. Hypothesis 3 hopes to survey the mechanisms behind such
response from the perspectives of internal and external efficacy.

Hypothesis 4: Higher levels of trust in government lead to weaker response to
environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 5: Higher levels of political consciousness lead to stronger response
to environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 6: Greater approval of extra-institutional action lead to stronger
response to environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 7: Higher levels of NIMBYism lead to stronger response to environ-
mental advocacy.

These hypotheses aim to analyze citizens’ response to environmental advocacy
from the perspective of political participation. Trust in government is a major factor
underlying citizens’ political participation that reflects how citizens rate govern-
ment efficacy. A higher level of trust in government implies that citizens have a more
positive view of government efficacy. Correspondingly, trust in government is eroded

4 With regards to participation in environmental organizations, the present chapter opts for the term
“response to environmental advocacy” instead of “willingness to participate in environmental orga-
nizations”. As revealed by a review of relevant literature, participation by Chinese citizens in envi-
ronmental organizations is generally not proactive, but rather a reactive response strategy adopted
when their environmental rights are infringed (Ren 2002; Hong 2008). Hence, the term “will-
ingness to participate” is potentially misleading, whereas “response to environmental advocacy”
underscores the incidental and reactive nature of such response. At a conceptual level, “response to
environmental advocacy” more accurately reflects the current state of participation in civic environ-
mental organizations. Furthermore, “response to environmental advocacy” is measured by asking a
respondent if he or she will choose to participate in civic environmental organizations under specific
circumstances. Here, sample bias may result if we directly measure respondents’ participation in
environmental organizations. In contrast to Western countries, Chinese citizens generally partic-
ipate in environmental organizations to protect their environmental rights, where participation is
precipitated by infringements upon such rights. “Response to environmental advocacy” is a better
term, given that we are measuring the possibility of participation rather than actual participation.



74 Y. Cui

when public expectations are unmet. In theory, inadequate trust in government poten-
tially leads to self-organized civic action, where citizens take the initiative to jointly
participate in or influence public affairs in an attempt to “force” the government
to meet their demands. Hence, Hypothesis 4 assumes that trust in government is
negatively correlated with the intensity of response to environmental advocacy.

Hypotheses 5 and 6 examine citizens’ response to environmental advocacy from
the perspective of political participation. As previously discussed, civic engagement
by the general public, especially in environmental organizations, are not simply
actions taken to maintain a clean environment. In China, the activities undertaken by
many environmental organizations represent certain political demands. Research by
scholars on mass incidents indicate that many environmental incidents in China have
rich political undertones, given that civic engagement precipitated by environmental
issues often take the form of extra-institutional action, which then leads to social
instability. In contrast to other non-profit, voluntary forms of civic engagement,
environmental participation in China is a form of political participation. Hence, we
may posit that groups with higher levels of political consciousness are more likely
to participate in environmental organizations.

Furthermore, preferences for one form of action over another reflect one’s view
of the effectiveness of political participation. With regards to the motivations for
individual participation in environmental movements, Opp argued that individual
decisions to participate are determined by the efficacy of such participation, i.e.
expected efficacy of such political participation. A more positive outcome would
inspire more enthusiastic participation. Meanwhile, the choice of strategy directly
reflects how an individual perceives the efficacy of such participation. Hence, we
posit that respondents that are more approving of extra-institutional action will have
a greater response to environmental advocacy.

Hypothesis 7 studies groups that display different levels of response to envi-
ronmental advocacy from the perspective of NIMBYism. As discussed above, the
NIMBYmindset plays a strong role in environmental participation in China, whereas
the “NIMBY phenomenon” is one of the most typical manifestations of desires to
protect one’s environmental rights. The “NIMBY phenomenon” mainly refers to
confrontational group action taken by the public in objection to the construction
of facilities that pose a pollution threat near their homes, such as waste treatment
sites and chemicals factories (He 2009, 102–114; Zhang 2010). Self-interest plays a
strong role in participation in environmental organizations that is highly motivated
by NIMBYism. Hence, we assume that groups with different levels of NIMBYism
respond differently to environmental advocacy.

4.3.2 Data and Variables

As discussed above, the data used in this chapter originate from the 2013 CASS-
CGSS. The environmental issues and environmental consciousness modules of the
CGSS provide variables for testing our hypotheses. In our model, citizens’ response
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to environmental advocacy is the dependent variable. We classify respondents into
three categories: persons indifferent to environmental advocacy, persons exhibiting
an average level of response, and persons exhibiting enthusiastic response.

Independent variables include levels of concern for the environment, a respon-
dent’s rating of the severity of environmental pollution, internal and external efficacy
(with regards to environmental issues), trust in government, political consciousness,
approval of extra-institutional action, NIMBY inclinations, and their (self-reported)
relative socioeconomic status. Relevant descriptive statistics are summarized in
Table 4.4.

4.3.3 Analysis and Discussion

4.3.3.1 Analysis of our Model

We apply a multivariate logistic regression model for purposes of analysis. A statis-
tical model is established by non-linear conversion of the variables and computing
the proportional odds. Our model analyzes the influence of a particular indepen-
dent variable on the dependent variable to test a particular research hypothesis, after
controlling for other independent variables. The odds ratio in themodel, exp (b), indi-
cates that when the value of an independent variable increases by one unit, the odds
ratio for the group is exp (b) times the odds ratio of the reference group. Based on
the definitions of dependent variables, independent variables and control variables,
we separately introduce each independent variable to test the hypotheses described
in this chapter through our multivariate logistic regression model. This allows us to
discuss the impact of the independent variables on the dependent variable (level of
response to environmental advocacy).

As discussed above, the dependent variable represents how likely a respondent is
to respond to environmental advocacy, and is divided into three levels. Those who are
indifferent to environmental advocacy serve as the reference group in our regression
model (see Table 4.5).

Only control variables are included in Model 1. We observe that gender does not
have any impact on citizens’ response to environmental advocacy. In contrast, age is
significantly correlatedwith response to environmental advocacy,where those born in
the 1970s are highly likely to respond enthusiastically. Specifically, after controlling
for other variables, a person born in the 1970s is 1.392 times more likely to have an
average level of response to environmental advocacy rather than being indifferent (p
< 0.001), and 1.378 times more likely to respond enthusiastically to environmental
advocacy rather than being indifferent (p < 0.001). Those born in the 1980s or 1990s
are more likely to have an average level of response to environmental advocacy,
whereas the likelihood of response is lowest among those born in the 1960s. This is
to say that those born in the 1970s are most concerned about environmental issues,
and are most enthusiastic in their response to environmental advocacy. The data also
shows that higher educational attainment is positively correlated with the level of
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Table 4.4 Descriptive statistics for model variables

Variables Definition % Variables Minimum
value

Maximum
value

Mean Standard
deviation

Dependent variables

Level of
response to
environmental
advocacy

Indifferent 26.07

Average 50.88

Enthusiastic 23.05

Control variables

Gender Male 45.31 Age 17 16 41.01 13.92

Female 54.68

Educational
attainment

No formal
education

9.02

Primary
education

21.28

Junior
secondary
education

33.12

Upper
secondary
education

12.86

Secondary
vocational
education

5.45

Vocational
colleges

0.87

Higher
vocational
education

7.79

Bachelor’s
degree

8.61

Postgraduate
degree

0.89

Others 0.05

Residence Urban 47.60

Rural 52.40

Independent variables

Socioeconomic
status

Upper class 0.46 Levels of
environmental
pollution in the
community

4 16 11.89 2.87

Upper
middle class

6.55 Level of
environmental
concern

5 20 13.50 2.33

(continued)
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Table 4.4 (continued)

Variables Definition % Variables Minimum
value

Maximum
value

Mean Standard
deviation

Middle class 41.27 Political
consciousness

3 12 7.56 1.98

Lower
middle class

29.40 Trust in
government

-4.19 3.22 0.00 1.00

Lower class 20.64 Approval of
extra-institutional
action

0 2 0.18 0.53

Unable to
define

1.68 Internal efficacy 1 4 2.62 0.78

External efficacy 1 4 2.19 0.78

NIMBYism 1 4 1.67 0.83

Note For more details on how these variables are computed, see the module on environmental issues and
environmental consciousness in the CASS-CGSS questionnaire

response to environmental advocacy [dependent variable group (1): exp (b)= 1.0, p
< 0.001; dependent variable group (2): exp (b) = 1.3, p < 0.001].

On top of the existing control variables, we include views on environmental pollu-
tion and levels of environmental consciousness to formModel 2. From themodel, we
discover that those who feel that levels of environmental pollution in their locality of
residence are high will be more likely to respond to environmental advocacy [depen-
dent variable group (1): exp (b) = 0.97, p < 0.05; dependent variable group (2): exp
(b) = 0.91, p < 0.001]. Furthermore, those who display an average or enthusiastic
level of response to environmental advocacy are more likely to do so if they have
high levels of environmental concern [dependent variable group (1): exp (b)= 1.172,
p < 0.001; dependent variable group (2): exp (b) = 1.373, p < 0.00]. Meanwhile, it
is also noteworthy that internal and external efficacy (with regards to environmental
issues) have different effects on those who respond actively to environmental advo-
cacy versus those who respond enthusiastically. For those who display an average
level of response, both internal and external efficacy are positively correlated with
environmental advocacy response at a statistically significant level. In contrast, only
internal efficacy is a statistically significant factor for those who respond enthusias-
tically. In other words, external efficacy does not have a significant impact on this
group. Persons in this group do not have a significantly more favorable opinion of
government response to environmental problems than those who do not respond to
environmental advocacy.

Trust in government and levels of political participation are included as variables
in Model 3. We observe that those who display an average level of response to envi-
ronmental advocacy have a significantly higher level of trust in government [exp (b)
= 1.15, p < 0.05], whereas trust in government is not a statistically significant factor
for those who respond enthusiastically or are indifferent to environmental advocacy.
Meanwhile, political consciousness is also significantly stronger among those who
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Table 4.5 Multivariate regression model for level of response to environmental advocacy

Dependent variable group (1)
Persons with an average level of response to
environmental advocacy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Control variables

Gender (Female = 0) 0.071 0.091 0.010

Born in 1960s 0.181 0.093 0.198

Born in 1970s 0.33 *** 0.312 *** 0.715 **

Born in 1980s 0.150 * 0.003 −0.071

Born in 1990s 0.259 ** 0.183 0.159

Years of schooling 0.071 *** 0.028 ** 0.033

Residential status (rural = 0) 0.059 0.021 * 0.029

Upper class −0.117

Middle class 0.044

Farmers and workers 0.054

Environmental issues and levels of environmental concern

Environmental concern 0.159 *** 0.127 ***

Pollution levels in community of residence −0.027* −0.050

Internal efficacy 0.271 *** −0.187

External efficacy −0.121 ** −0.020 **

Trust in government and proclivity towards proactive action

Trust in government 0.138 *

Political consciousness 0.400

Degree of approval towards extra-institutional
action

0.157

NIMBY inclinations 0.100 *

Self-identified social status −0.039

Dependent Variable Group (2)
Persons with an enthusiastic level of response to
environmental advocacy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Control variables

Gender (0 = female) 0.059 0.078 0.051

Born in 1960s 0.132 0.083 0.500

Born in 1970s 0.321 *** 0.391 *** 0.715 ***

Born in 1980s 0.132 −0.071 −0.064

Born in 1990s 0.123 −0.029 0.199

Years of schooling 0.225 *** 0.039 *** 0.057 **

Residential status (rural = 0) −0.210 −0.528 *** −0.219

Upper class 0.138

(continued)
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Table 4.5 (continued)

Dependent variable group (1)
Persons with an average level of response to
environmental advocacy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Middle class 0.063

Farmers and workers 0.218 *

Environmental issues and levels of environmental concern

Environmental concern 0.273 *** 0.292 ***

Pollution levels in community of residence −0.089 *** −0.057 **

Internal efficacy 0.390 ** 1.189 ***

External efficacy −0.397 −0.290

Trust in government and proclivity towards proactive action

Trust in government 0.187

Political consciousness 0.120

Degree of approval of extra-institutional action 0.271 **

Inclination towards NIMBYism 0.273 **

Self-identified social status −0.280 **

Adjusted R2 0.058 0.129 0.158

Notes Persons indifferent towards environmental advocacy serve as our reference group
*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05

display an average level of response than those who are indifferent [exp (b)= 1.5, p <
0.05]. There is no statistically significant difference in the level of political conscious-
ness among those who respond enthusiastically versus those who are indifferent. It
is noteworthy that, in contrast, those who respond enthusiastically have significantly
stronger inclinations towards NIMBYism than those who are indifferent [exp (b) =
1.31, p< 0.01]. Thismeans that a respondent with a stronger NIMBYmindset ismore
likely to respond enthusiastically to environmental advocacy. In addition, those who
respond enthusiastically also have a more favorable opinion of extra-institutional
action than those who are indifferent [exp (b) = 1.31, p < 0.01]. This means that a
respondent who has a favorable opinion of extra-institutional action is more likely to
respond enthusiastically to environmental advocacy. NIMBYism has a much smaller
impact on those who display an average level of response, as measured by the value
of the relevant variable coefficient, which also happens to be significant only at the
5% level. Furthermore, their opinions on extra-institutional action do not have a
statistically significant impact on their level of response.

Those who display an average or enthusiastic level of response to environmental
advocacy are more likely to self-identify as members of “higher” social groups.
This suggests that higher social status makes it more likely that one will respond to
environmental advocacy [dependent variable group (1): exp (b) = 0.96, p < 0.05;
dependent variable group (2): exp (b) = 0.75, p < 0.01].



80 Y. Cui

Among the three models that we have considered, -2LL, AIC, and BIC reflect
a relatively high goodness of fit. The various adjusted R2 values also show that
the explanatory power of our model increases as more variables are included. For
instance, the adjusted R2 for Model 3 shows that our model can explain 15.8% of
the variation in our dependent variable.

4.3.3.2 A Further Discussion of our Model

Quantitative analysis shows that higher levels of educational attainment predict a
greater likelihood of responding to environmental advocacy. This is consistent with
past research, suggesting that education leads to stronger environmental awareness
and positive environmental values. Greater levels of education also lead to stronger
enthusiasm for participation in environmental organizations. Of course, from another
perspective, levels of education attainment are positively correlated with socioeco-
nomic status. Given that the middle class (and “higher classes”) demand a greater
quality of life than “lower classes”, they are naturally more inclined to protect the
environment. Meanwhile, groups of higher social status also command greater social
resources, and are part of wider social networks, making them more likely to partic-
ipate in social organizations. In addition, the data show that gender does not signifi-
cantly influence response to environmental advocacy, whereas older groups are less
likely to participate in environmental organizations.

A closer analysis of the independent variables in the model reveals that civic
response to environmental advocacy in China remains focused on protecting one’s
environmental rights and interests. In other words, enthusiasm for participation in
environmental protection groups arises only when environmental pollution becomes
relatively severe in residential localities.

Of course, the data also show that concern for the environment and prioritizing
environmental imperatives are an important psychological factor in determining if
a person responds to environmental advocacy. This indicates that as China pushes
ahead with socioeconomic development and modernization, the public will come to
be more concerned with environmental quality and the ecological environment, and
environmental consciousnesswill progressively increase.Meanwhile, environmental
issueswill continue tomanifest during the course ofChina’s transition to a newmodel
of development. Hence, it is inevitable that environmental participation will become
ever more common and environmental organizations ever more active.

In terms of subjective attributes, groups who respond enthusiastically to environ-
mental advocacy differ from their counterparts in that they have stronger internal
efficacy but not particularly strong external efficacy. In other words, they do not
have a favorable opinion of government response to environmental issues. Their
response to environmental advocacy is mainly motivated by their higher individual
environmental consciousness and a stronger opinion of their individual capabilities.
Furthermore, they are more approving of extra-institutional action. Our model shows
that those who respond enthusiastically to environmental advocacy are more inclined
to express their political demands through petitions, protests and demonstrations. At
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the same time, they are more strongly inclined towards NIMBYism, which has a rela-
tively significant impact on their response to environmental advocacy. Conversely,
those who display an average level of response have a milder proclivity towards
political action. They are less approving of confrontational action and NIMBYism is
not a strong factor in their response to environmental advocacy. However, we should
note that this group has a stronger sense of individual initiative. Also, they have more
a favorable opinion of government response to environmental issues (i.e. a stronger
external efficacy), leading them to have greater trust in government than the two
other groups.

Thus, we see that, when compared to the other groups, those who show an average
level of response to environmental advocacy prefer different forms of specific action.
On the one hand, in terms of how they view their political roles, this group has a
higher level of civic consciousness and a certain level of concern for the environment.
This stands in contrast to those indifferent towards environmental advocacy, who
are generally apathetic towards social issues. On the other hand, unlike those who
respond enthusiastically towards environmental advocacy, they have greater trust in
government and higher external efficacy. They also do not have a strong proclivity
towards confrontational political participation, instead preferring to express their
views through milder means. In addition, NIMBYism does not feature strongly in
their response to environmental advocacy. In other words, this group is more likely
to interact in a benign manner with the government during social conflicts arising
from environmental issues.

Environmental incidents in recent years have often revealed that citizens lack suffi-
cient confidence in the state and the government. Coupled with a lack of institutional
means for civic engagement, this has caused citizens to opt for reactive self-organized
action, which then makes it difficult for civic organizations to interact benignly with
the state. Conversely, civic organizations may adopt radical actions such as peti-
tions, protests, and demonstrations, or even attempt to “coerce” the government
through mass incidents. This may lead to an antagonistic relationship between civic
organizations and the state, instead of an interactive relationship. Hence, any new
model of social governance should focus on ways of enhancing trust in govern-
ment and developing lawful channels for intra-institutional participation by civic
organizations.

In summary, our data shows that, in today’s China, there are two types of motiva-
tion behind citizens’ response to environmental advocacy. The first form of motiva-
tion arises from environmental issues, which then leads to “pollution-driven, reactive
environmental participation”. The second form of motivation arises from a lack of
adequate trust in the organs of state, where response to environmental advocacy is
driven by a stronger proclivity towards political action, which suggests that “pro-
tecting one’s environmental rights” is presently one of the main motivations for
environmental participation in China.
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4.4 Discussion and Proposals

As China’s economy grows and the country becomes more urbanized, environ-
mental issues are increasing in severity, leading to more frequent social contra-
dictions and conflicts arising from environmental pollution that threaten current
social stability. Thus, encouraging public environmental participation is one way
whereby current environmental issues in China can be resolved. Meanwhile, as
people becomemore aware of their rights, they would develop a stronger tendency to
express their demands when their environmental rights are violated, whether through
intra- or extra-institutional action. As Hong Dayong has pointed out, “public [envi-
ronmental] participation in China is undergoing a major transition from concern
for the environment to environmental action. This has manifested as a trend of
rapid growth in the number of environmental disputes in China.” (Hong 2008). This
phenomenon requires that the government adjust its approach towards environmental
oversight, promote the development of civic society, and develop innovative models
for environmental governance.

It is apparent from our analysis that response to environmental advocacy in China
displays the following characteristics. Firstly, response to environmental advocacy
is not “proactive”, i.e. not driven by environmental values, but rather “reactive”, in
that it takes the form of environmental action driven by self-interest. Public envi-
ronmental participation is thus limited to the resolution of bread-and-butter environ-
mental issues, instead of rising to the level of involvement in environmental policy
making and participation in environmental oversight. Secondly, from the perspec-
tive of political participation, NIMBYism plays a strong role in the internal mech-
anisms underlying citizens’ response to environmental advocacy. This reflects that
the government is often slow in responding effectively to citizens’ demands, as well
as inadequacies in mechanisms that facilitate sound government-public interaction.
Under the existing system, because channels for participation are lacking and the
costs of expressing their opinions are too high, citizens are not inclined towards
direct government-citizen negotiation as a means of resolution when their legiti-
mate rights are violated. A substantial portion will instead opt for extra-institutional,
confrontational action to protect their rights, which then leads to irrational mass
incidents.

Of course, it has long been the case that the government plays a dominant role
in environmental protection and oversight in China. The lack of institutions and
structures that provide channels and opportunities for proactive public participation
in environmental protection makes it impossible for the public to exert any real
influence on environmental protection and oversight.Meanwhile, civic organizations
also lack the resources needed to mobilize social forces. Thus, China needs to further
enhance public participation capabilities and relevant institutional structures, and
improve channels for public participation, to provide an institutional guarantee that
public participation will be effective. With regards to promoting constructive civic
environmental participation, I propose the following.
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First of all, China should enhance educational efforts to develop greater civic
environmental consciousness. Neither should these efforts be limited to encouraging
“superficial” everyday eco-friendly behavior. Environmental literacy should not be
merely limited to a “utilitarian” concern for one’s surrounding environment, but
should also include an understanding and awareness of the relationship between
nature and humankind, as well as the development of positive environmental values.
However, our analysis shows that, in today’s China, response to environmental advo-
cacy in China is primarily driven by the impact of local environmental pollution. Any
effort to change the current state of affairs would require a sustained effort to nurture
environmental values among citizens to enhance their overall awareness of environ-
mental issues. This is indispensable if China is to become an eco-friendly, resource-
conserving society. In other words, positive environmental values are an important
precondition for proactive civic engagement. The development of positive environ-
mental values would inspire citizens to effectively participate in the formulation of
environmental policies, the appraisal of such policies, and everyday environmental
oversight out of concern for the greater good instead of mere self-interest.

Secondly, China must establish and improve channels for public environmental
participation.China should, throughpolitical reforms and innovations in social gover-
nance models, create the conditions necessary for civic engagement, particularly
with respect to environmental issues, and expand channels for direct or indirect
public participation in the enactment of environmental policies and environmental
oversight. This would provide an institutional guarantee for civic engagement. The
experience of Western countries show that public participation can greatly reduce
the costs and increase the efficacy of environmental oversight. Thus, the objectivities
of social development require that China establishes new models of environmental
governance that are based on new social governance structures instead of govern-
ment bureaucracy (Gong 2006). This would in turn require that China, on one hand,
fully protects the lawful rights of citizens to participate in social governance and
exercise their rights to participate in the political process. On the other hand, China
should expand current channels for public participation, establish and improve an
“environmental stakeholder” system, and strengthen the role of civic engagement in
social governance. This would allow civic organizations to become guardians of the
environment, which is after all the greatest of all public goods. In addition, non-profit
civic organizations would be able to enhance their capabilities to organize and mobi-
lize, ensuring that public environmental participation remains dynamic and effective
over the long run.

Furthermore, environmental participation in China is currently constrained by the
current political system. China has long adopted a “top-down” approach towards
environmental governance and has yet to develop means for positive government-
public interaction in this respect. Current systems, such as the “public hearing”
model, are also unable to meet the conditions necessary for facilitating public envi-
ronmental participation. Given the lack of institutional channels for participation by
civic organizations in environmental governance, it is also difficult for such orga-
nizations to develop organizational capabilities that can effectively accommodate
extensive participation by both social elites and the general public. This is to say
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that government monopoly over all environmental governance powers has directly
led to a gulf between citizens and government regulators in this respect. In addi-
tion, an exclusive focus on GDP growth has led some local governments to pay
only lip service to environmental issues. In turn, this leads to weak enforcement or
even disregard of environmental laws, which has led to a negative impact on public
environmental participation.

Meanwhile, environmental issues have become very common in China. Envi-
ronmental pollution often results in extensive impacts, damaging far more than the
interests of a particular individual. Thus, environmental NIMBYism often takes the
form of mass action. Proper management of such incidents requires that China takes
a fresh look at systems for environmental participation, in order to prevent environ-
mental issues from evolving into social issues. Confrontational mass incidents and
potential sources of social instability can be effectively prevented or eliminated only
if citizens can, as a rule, participate in public administration. This in turn requires the
development of systems that allow citizens to protect their rights through institutional
means and orderly channels for environmental participation. These measures would
effectively address the problem of information asymmetry between citizens and the
government, enhance levels ofmutual trust, and encourage citizens to adopt proactive
and consultative forms of environmental participation instead of merely reacting to
violations of their environmental rights. These measures would also strengthen the
ability of civic organizations to participate in social governance, as well as enhance
relevant institutions and standards for such participation.

In conclusion, we have pointed out that China needs to inspire greater envi-
ronmental awareness and positive environmental values among its citizens through
educational efforts. However, this is not enough to protect the legitimate environ-
mental rights of citizens nor maximize their environmental interests, which would
require the empowerment of civic environmental organizations, as well as providing
institutional guarantees for public participation in environmental oversight and more
channels for the public to express their environmental demands. At the same time,
China can meet the demands of social development and truly enhance its envi-
ronmental governance only by improving systems for environmental oversight that
incorporate the forces of civic society into environmental governance practices.
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Chapter 5
Civic Engagement and Quality of Life

Yan Cui

5.1 Definition and Significance of Civic Engagement

The level of civic engagement is an important indicator in measuring the quality
of social development, while the factors that motivate civic participation directly
reflect the quality of life enjoyed by members of a society. “Civic engagement”
is an important sociological concept. Broadly defined, civic engagement refers to
public action in the sociological sense, including political participation (as defined
by political science). The concept of civic engagement has been noted by scholars,
who have analyzed civic engagement and its underlying motivations from various
different perspectives.

Civic engagement is a form of behavior where ordinary citizens influence govern-
ment decisions, political systems, civic society, and political life through certain
specific means. The rationality for the existence of civic engagement is based on
modern social democracy, while civic engagement is also, in itself, the foundation
for the existence of democratic politics and social autonomy. In different stages
of socioeconomic development, the motives, action-awareness, rules and modes of
participation, and goals of civic engagement are also naturally different. In existing
research on civic engagement, most studies approach the topic from the perspective
of political participation. In other words, civic engagement, broadly defined, refers
to citizens influencing the enactment, decision-making process, and appraisal of the
rules of state political systems and social governance mechanisms by participating
in socio-political life through certain forms of organization and procedures, and
thus expressing their individual or collective demands and intentions (Sun and Liao
2010). For instance, when defining the concept of political participation, Huntington
pointed out that political participation encompasses all actions taken by members of
the public to influence government policy, regardless of whether such actions were
lawful, involved violence or were autonomous.
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In addition, Huntington not only made an important distinction between
autonomous participation and mobilized participation, but also between concepts
such as lawful participation such as voting in elections and unlawful participation
such as boycotts, protests, demonstrations (Huntington and Dominguez 1996, 188–
199). In contrast, the social scientists Norman Nie and Sidney Verba have a some-
what narrower view. They saw political participation as a form of lawful action
undertaken to influence the decisions of government officials. Per this definition,
participative action encompasses only autonomous participation—mobilized partic-
ipation is excluded, and any participative action can only be in the form of lawful
action (Nie and Verba 1996, 290).

Here, I argue that research on civic engagement (particularly political participa-
tion) should focus both on lawful, regular forms of participation and their unlawful,
irregular counterparts. The lawfulness of an action is directly determined by a partic-
ular socio-political structure, which means that an action may be unlawful in one
society but lawful in another. Hence, the scope encompassed by the concept of civic
engagement should not be constrained by political/legal institutions or ideology. In
addition, civic engagement, particularly the “unlawful” sort, are direct feedback from
an individual with regards to the social structure and reflect structural problems in
social governance. The mode and level of civic engagement adopted by an individual
is an important yardstick for measuring a country’s level of social development and
the maturity of its civic society, as well as an important factor in sustainable social
development. Hence, comprehensive research into the mechanisms behind public
civic engagement is possible only through adequate consideration of the rationality
behind the existence of “unlawful actions”. At present, as social development enters
a new phase, promoting constructive participation by the general public in social
governance and forming a positive “bottom-up” model of social governance adapted
to the current trends of development are fundamental issues that China must face
head-on during the course of its socioeconomic transition.

5.2 Existing Research on Civic Engagement as a Factor
in Quality of Life

In terms of their fundamental social attributes, every individual in a society is a partic-
ipant in social interaction. Their level andmode of social interaction are concurrently
a reflection of their quality of life and means which they assess their quality of life. In
other words, civic engagement is part of an individual’s quality of life. On one hand,
civic engagement is a bridge that connects the individual with society, i.e. the specific
means by which an individual communicates with society. On the other hand, civic
engagement by an individual represents social empowerment. Social empowerment
refers to the level at which society guarantees the public’s right to participation. This
includes not only whether society grants an individual the capability to participate in



5 Civic Engagement and Quality of Life 89

social life, but also whether society has established effective institutional structures
and social relations that enhance an individual’s capacity for action.

In this way, an empowered society can also improve the individual’s quality of
life. Individuals in a society, particularly those from vulnerable groups, can take
action through channels provided or tolerated by macro-institutions and effectively
realize their demands through their opportunities for action. Put differently, a high-
quality social life can be achieved only in an empowered society, where, to the
maximum possible extent, individual agency is given free rein, individual efficacy
is ensured, and individual dignity is respected. As John Friedmann argued, a highly
empowered society can be viewed from the perspectives of the individual, society, and
politics. Individual empowerment refers to all the knowledge, skills and experiences
that enhance individual dignity and individual capacity for self-improvement; social
empowerment refers to the means by which various individuals establish mutual
social relations; political empowerment refers to whether the general public can
obtain information and resources through participation in policy making.

Thus, in an empowered society, it is only right that a system for evaluating quality
of life should encompass relevant indicators reflecting civic engagement of the public.
In particular, these indicators should include ways by which the public obtains social
information (i.e. accessibility to public information), their inherent rights to partic-
ipate in the political process, their political consciousness, along with surveys of
public willingness (and action) in participating in social affairs (Lin 2010).

As some scholars have pointed out, civic engagement is closely related to political
participation. In an empowered society, citizens have wider political participation
and richer political lives. In addition, political participation and civic engagement
touch upon all levels of social life. Individuals also exert a multi-dimensional impact
on communities, organizations and government policies through various forms of
participation. Also, the individual in empowered through the process of participation,
allowing members of society to better integrate into their social environments, which
helps to maintain the harmony and stability of the social order.

Meanwhile, Huntington’s debates with Nie and Verba can provide the following
cues for research into civic engagement in China. The positive role of civic engage-
ment in maintaining social order cannot be denied, while the view that only levels
of lawful, “institutionalized” participation (for instance in labor unions, political
parties, social organizations) can represent social progress and amodern civic culture
is highly doubtful. In fact, it is precisely those extra-institutional, irregular forms
of civic engagement that reflect the tensions between the individual and society,
allowing the problem of civic engagement to be better explored from the perspective
of quality of life and more reflective of the forms and qualities of social empower-
ment that underlie civic engagement. This then allows us to emphasize the “plasticity”
and “creative potential” of macro-level social conditions during a discussion of the
capacity for individual agency, which allows for a further analysis of how individual
agency can be achieved through the process of civic engagement.

In conclusion, based on what we have discussed thus far, I propose the theoretical
hypothesis that it is only in an empowered society that an individual would interact
with society through institutional, regular forms of civic engagement to realize their
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individual social expectations, which then leads to a higher subjective quality of life.
In contrast, in a less empowered society, the individual would more often interact
with society through non-institutional, irregular forms of civic engagement to realize
their social expectations, leading to a lower subjective quality of life.

5.3 Civic Engagement and the Quality
of Life—An Empirical Analysis

As discussed above, as a social agent, the individual’s capacity for action is influ-
enced by both factors at the individual level and the structural constraints imposed
by the macro-institutions of society. Hence, a comprehensive discussion of civic
engagementmust consider the channels of participation permittedwithin the limits of
institutional structures and the choices regarding civic engagement faced by various
groups, each of whom have different social attributes.

Through analysis of data from the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey, we
undertake a preliminary discussion of the forms and causes of civic engagement
by members of the public, with a particular focus on their political participation
(e.g. participation in petitions, protests, demonstrations, and school/labor/merchants’
strikes). Forms of political participation undertaken by members of the public are
covered in the civic engagement module in the CGSS 2013. The module mainly
asks respondents if they discuss political issues (whether with their peers or online),
whether they have expressed their opinions on such issues to government authorities
or through the media, and whether they have participated in petitions to govern-
ment authorities, residents’/village committee elections, protests, demonstrations,
or labor/school/merchants’ strikes.

Based on traditional Western political theory, our chapter divides forms of polit-
ical participation into three categories: (1) “general political participation”, which
mainly includes forms of participation that are not directed towards any partic-
ular purpose, such as discussion of political issues (whether with one’s peers or
online) and expression of individual opinions to government authorities or through
themedia; (2) “mobilized political participation”, mainly referring to participation in
residents’/village committee elections,which is generally government-mobilized and
“passive” in nature; (3) “confrontational political participation”, which mainly refers
to participation in petitions to government authorities, demonstrations, protests,
and labor/school/merchants’ strikes. Confrontational political action is, to a certain
degree, adversarial and directed towards particular purposes, involving strong initia-
tive on the part of the individual agent. The legitimacy of such actions is often in
doubt. In addition, the civic engagement module in the CGSS 2013 also measures
respondents’ attitudes towards political participation (their political consciousness).
These data will be further analyzed in the following sections.
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(1) General political participation and mobilized political participation are
common among both urban and rural residents, while some are willing to
engage in confrontational political participation

From our survey data, political participation by both urban and rural residents
exhibit three attributes.

First, it is more common for urban and rural residents to engage in general forms
of political participation. For instance, nearly 40% of residents (both urban and rural)
have discussed politics with their peers and on online platforms, expressed political
opinions through the media, and shared their views with government departments.
However, with the notable exception of discussing politics with their peers (39.3%),
most forms of political participation are relatively uncommon. In addition, intra-
institutional participation, particularly in the form of mobilized political participa-
tion, has become the defining trait of political participation by urban/rural residents,
where figures show that 43.1%have participated in residents’/village committee elec-
tions. Though this number may be relatively high, it does not actually reflect the level
of self-initiated political participation. Such behavior is often motivated by pressure
from organizations or formal norms, meaning that high participation rates do not
necessarily imply a high level of social empowerment (Heberer 2005). Meanwhile,
48.5% of individuals that have never participated in resident/villager committee elec-
tions are unwilling to participate in these elections. This shows that a substantial
part of the population has little enthusiasm for political participation under existing
institutional arrangements and a low opinion of the efficacy of intra-institutional
participation.

Secondly, members of the public are less inclined towards “non-regular” forms
of political participation, especially the confrontational type. Participation in activi-
ties such as petitions to government departments is relatively rare—merely 3.5%
of the population has participated in petitions, only 0.9% have participated in
demonstrations, and only 0.9% have participated in school, labor or merchants’
strikes.

Lastly, some groups show a greater willingness to engage in confrontational
political participation. Among those who have never participated in petitions to
government authorities, 23.1% indicate that they are willing to participate in such
activities. Among those who have never participated in protests or demonstrations,
9.9% are willing to do so, while 7.8% of those who have never participated in
labor/school/merchants’ strikes are open to the possibility. This suggests that willing-
ness to engage in extra-institutional confrontational political participation is greater
among certain groups, which may potentially affect current social harmony and
stability (see Table 5.1).

(2) Characteristics of Groups Willing to Participate in Confrontational Civic
Engagement

The characteristics of social groups that actively participate in politics have
been more comprehensively explored in traditional Western political theory. Some
scholars have pointed out that levels of political participation are generally higher
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Table 5.1 Inclination towards and actual participation in political action

Persons who
have previously
participated in
political action

Are you willing to participate in political action?
(for those who have never participated)

Yes No Unable to say

Number % Number % Number % Number %

Discussion of political
issues with other
persons

2854 39.3 1598 35.6 2638 58.8 251 5.6

Discussion of political
issues on the internet

455 6.3 2021 29.7 4343 63.9 430 6.3

Expressing opinions via
correspondence with
media outlets

116 1.6 2206 31.0 4564 64.1 346 4.9

Feedback to government
authorities

529 7.3 2519 37.4 3910 58.0 309 4.6

Petitions to government
authorities

255 3.5 1607 23.1 5003 71.9 350 5.0

Participation in
resident/village
committee elections

3157 43.1 1994 47.5 2037 48.5 168 4.0

Participation in protests
or demonstrations

64 0.9 710 9.9 6048 84.5 396 5.5

Participation in
labor/merchants’/school
strikes

63 0.9 557 7.8 6206 86.8 388 5.4

among those of higher socioeconomic status, given that these groups are more highly
educated, have more resources at their disposal, and have higher levels of political
consciousness, which naturally leads a stronger belief in their ability to influence
government policy. Many researchers have also studied differences in the level of
political participation between groups of different socioeconomic status (Huntington
and Dominguez 1996, 189). However, there has been less research on confronta-
tional and “non-regular” forms of political participation. Thus, our analysis will
focus on confrontational forms of civic engagement, where we will explore in detail
the attributes of groups that are more willing to engage in confrontational civic
engagement, along with the factors underlying their greater inclination towards such
action.

i. The diverse characteristics of confrontational groups reflect the multi-
dimensional nature of contemporary social conflicts

Groups that have or are willing to engage in confrontational political participation
(“confrontational groups” for short) are extremely diverse, though most of their
number are of lower social status. In terms of their political affiliation, 82.8% are
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members of the general public, while merely 7.9% are members of the Communist
Party and 8.8% are members of Communist Youth Leagues.

In terms of educational attainment, only 13.2% have received tertiary education,
while the other 86.8% have received no more than upper secondary education. Rural
residents constitute 47.8%while urban residents constitute 52.2%.Among this group,
71.2% have rural household registrations, while merely 28.8% have urban house-
hold registrations. Hence, we can see that China’s progressive urbanization has left a
substantial number ofmigrant workers dissatisfiedwith existing institutions and poli-
cies. On one hand, migrant workers are more affected by China’s urban-rural divide
than any other social group. On the other hand, they are generally not entitled to the
same social benefits enjoyed by urban residents. In addition, although some migrant
workers have a relatively strong inclination to protect their rights, their actions in this
respect are often indiscriminately directed towards all forms of government authority,
manifesting as mass action of an extra-institutional, confrontational nature. Hence,
it is particularly important that their interests are safeguarded.

In terms of age, among confrontational groups, 21.9% are under 30 while 19.1%
are between the ages of 30 and 40. The average participant in petitions was 50.4 years
old, the average participant in demonstrations or protests was 37.7 years old, while
the average participant in labor/school/merchants’ strikes was 32.9 years old. In
other words, those who are younger are more inclined towards intense forms of
confrontational action.

In terms of employment status, among confrontational groups, 27% are unem-
ployed. Among those who are currently employed, merely 19.1% work in Party
organs, government departments, public institutions, or state-owned enterprises. The
restwork in thenon-public sector, the threemost common formsof employment being
private enterprises (31.0%), individual proprietors (22.8%), and nofixed employment
(17.9%) (see Table 5.2).

Table 5.2 Employment structure among confrontational groups (nonfarm employment)

Frequency %

Party organs, government departments, people’s organizations, military 33 2.5

State-owned or state-controlled enterprises 95 7.2

Public institutions (state-owned/collective) 123 9.4

Collective-owned enterprises 22 1.7

Private enterprises 407 31.0

Sanzi qiye a 27 2.1

Individual proprietors 299 22.8

Social service organizations 18 1.4

Autonomous organizations (residents’ committees, village committees) 14 1.1

Others 20 1.5

Unemployed 235 17.9

a See note in Chapter II. –Trans.
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In terms of social status, 23.3% of those who participate in confrontational action
identify as members of “lower” social groups. In terms of income level, groups who
have never participated in confrontational action have an average annual income of
CNY 23,763.95, while those who have or are willing to participate in confrontational
action have a significantly lower income of CNY 18,803.75.

ii. Confrontational political participation ismotivated by pragmatic interests rather
than ideology

The impact of socioeconomic transition on the interests of various social groups
has become far more complex, while mechanisms for resolving conflicts between
social groups are less than ideal.Mostwhoparticipate in petitions and demonstrations
do so because formal channels cannot provide effective relief when their interests
have been harmed.

Figures show that, in terms of living standards, the issue most commonly cited by
groups that have or are willing to participate in confrontational action is “lower living
standards caused by higher prices”—69.0% of respondents feel that this has affected
their quality of life. The second most commonly cited issue is that of “low household
incomes and difficulties in meeting daily expenses”—51.7% of respondents feel that
this has affected their quality of life. The third most commonly cited issue is that of
“poor housing conditions and inability to purchase/build new housing”—42.3% of
respondents feel that this has affected their quality of life (see Table 5.3).

iii. Dissatisfaction with the specific implementation of government policies is a
motivation for participating in confrontational action

Those participating in confrontational action are often dissatisfiedwith the govern-
ment. In otherwords, dissatisfactionwith local government is amotivation for partici-
pating in confrontational action. Relevant data indicates that, on the whole, members
of the public who have participated in petitions, demonstrations, or labor/school
strikes have a far lower opinion of the government than those who have not. For
instance, among those who have participated in demonstrations, only 27.0% believe
that the government is clean, upright, and enforces strict penalties on corruption,
only 28.9% are satisfied with the level of government transparency, and only 36.1%
believe that government policies are faithfully and fairly enforced.

Our data indicates that those participating in confrontational action are most
dissatisfied with government corruption, unfairness in the implementation of poli-
cies, and a lack of government transparency. Nearly two out of three such persons
indicate that they are dissatisfiedwith the government, which suggests that improving
governmentwork is key tomaintain social stability.Oneof the focuses of social devel-
opment is the transformation of the role of government, where the government comes
to see itself as a provider of services rather than a wielder of power (as commonly
perceived). However, the trend towards government as a provider of services first
and foremost requires regulation of government conduct, curbing the abuse of power,
and instituting norms of integrity and incorruptibility among government officials.
This would eradicate the phenomena where local residents remain dissatisfied with
the government even though their localities have met performance targets. Hence,
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Table 5.3 Issues encountered over the past year by each group

Issues encountered over the past year Confrontational
groups

Non-confrontational
groups

% Ranking % Ranking

Poor housing conditions, but unable to
purchase/build a new home

42.3 3 36.46 3

High child education expenses 25.3 8 20.46 7

Difficulties in disciplining their children 22.0 9 17.13 9

Family disharmony 6.3 12 3.73 12

Heavy medical expenses 34.5 5 30.45 4

Decline in living standards due to inflation 69.0 1 65.23 1

Difficulties in meeting daily expenses due to low
household income

51.7 2 44.55 2

Family members’ unemployment or job
instability

36.3 4 27.35 6

High costs of elderly care 13.8 10 9.47 10

High levels of stress at work 26.3 7 18.51 8

High renqing a expenditures 33.8 6 28.08 5

Financial losses as a result of scams, theft or
robbery

9.2 11 6.31 11

Financial losses from failed investments or
business ventures

5.6 13 3.46 13

a See note in Chapter I. –Trans.

public satisfaction is an important standard in evaluating the performance of local
government and an important benchmark in improving government work (see Table
5.4).

iv. Low levels of government credibility are a motivating factor for confrontational
action

Our data show that only small percentages of people would turn to either Party
organizations, government departments, labor, youth and women’s organizations, or
neighborhood committee or village council for help when they encounter problems,
Among them about half thought that these entities offered little or no help at all,
while another percent thought the same of their employers.

This suggests that more intense confrontational extra-institutional civic engage-
ment by certain social groups is related to the inability of the system to meet their
reasonable demands. Under the social structures that prevailed during the initial
phase of reforms, civic engagement was mostly carried out through one’s danwei,1

1 I.e. “work unit”. Before China adopted economic reforms in 1978, Chinese society was organized
around the danwei system. The danwei system has since lost most of its relevance, but the term
danwei remains in popular use as a general term for “workplace”. The use of the term here refers
to the formal danwei system rather than its informal contemporary meaning. –Trans.
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Table 5.4 Satisfaction of various social groups with government work (%)

Previously
participated in
petitions

Previously
participated in
protests or
demonstrations

Previously
participated in
labor, school or
merchants’
strikes

No previous
participation in
confrontational
action

Provision of
healthcare services

64.1 72.2 59.8 76.4

Provision of social
security

53.7 62.0 55.9 69.5

Compulsory
education

79.5 74.0 66.8 87.7

Environmental
protection and
pollution control

46.9 43.0 37.9 57.2

Crime prevention
and public security

60.3 65.8 56.3 71.0

Government
integrity and
penalties on
corruption

27.0 32.0 24.4 40.8

Law-based
administration of
public affairs

36.1 29.7 28.9 53.3

Economic
development that
leads to income
growth

45.1 57.3 41.1 58.4

Rent regulation
and provision of
affordable housing
for mid- and
low-income
groups

37.0 53.7 40.8 48.5

Expanding
employment
opportunities

38.2 58.8 51.8 53.3

Government
transparency

28.9 35.7 25.3 48.4

whereas participation by members of the public in social organizations had strong
political connotations and undertones of mobilization.

However, social development currently faces issues of misalignment that have
arisen during the process of transition from a danweiren2 governance structure to a

2 Literally “work-unit people”. The term danweiren implies that citizens are seen as members of
work units rather than autonomous individuals. –Trans.
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shehuiren3 governance structure. As China continues to develop its socialist market
economy, danweirenwill play a lesser role in society as the danwei system, a remnant
of the planned economy era, gradually retreats from its once-dominant role in social
governance. However, China has yet to form either an effective social governance
structure or a mature system for the constructive engagement and autonomy of
shehuiren. If shehuiren cannot be effectively united to form strong organizational
and social identities, society as a whole may very well find itself confronted with
various challenges because of inadequate social cohesion.

Meanwhile, the research group also investigated levels of trust among those partic-
ipating in confrontational action. Their data indicated that levels of social trust remain
low in China. In particular, only 51.9% of respondents reported full or strong trust
in leading Party/government officials, while only 50% reported full or strong trust
in lower-level Party/government officials. To some extent, this reflects the current
“crisis of trust” inChina.During the course of social transition and re-consolidation of
the social order, various institutional arrangements are also being re-adjusted. Some
leading Party/government officials do not fully put into action the Party’s mass line,
are unable to practice the principle of “from the masses, to the masses”, and do
more work for their practical benefit, which makes it impossible for them to truly
receive the support and trust of the public. Hence, it is necessary to establish trust
between the government and the people, “listen to thewill of the people”, “resolve the
people’s grievances”, and create equal rights and opportunities for dialogue between
the government and the people.

v. Dissatisfaction with government corruption and local government conduct have
become a common motivation for confrontational action

Our data also shows that those participating in confrontational actions have
stronger views on government corruption. For instance, 79.9% believe that corrup-
tion in China is “very severe” (39.5%) or “rather severe” (40.4%). As for the conduct
of local governments, 60% of those participating in confrontational action believe
that the government “is concerned only with formalities but not actual work”, 58%
believe that the government “does not care about the people’s welfare”, and 58%
believe government officials “abuse their authority for personal gain”. Meanwhile,
those who participate in confrontational action also have a significantly different
opinion on local government malpractice. For instance, 32.5% believe that govern-
ment officials engage in “buying and selling official positions”, whereas only 19%
do not (see Table 5.5).

Thus, we see that the maintenance of social stability requires the strong address-
ment of political corruption, stronger institution building, and plugging of loopholes
in governance, in order to enhance the government’s public credibility. A failure
to effectively curb corruption and restore the clean and incorruptible image of the
government would lead to social instability and disharmony. Hence, it is necessary

3 Literally “society people”; shehuiren, in the present context, implies that citizens are seen as
individual members of society in their own right. The reader may also wish to note that, in other
contexts, the term shehuiren may carry negative connotations (it is often used as a euphemism for
“gangster”). No such connotations are implied in the present context. –Trans.
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Table 5.5 Opinions of various social groups on the conduct of local government officials

% of respondents
(confrontational groups)

% of respondents
(non-confrontational groups)

Local officials disregard
decisions made by the central
government

24 17

Local officials are unconcerned
about the interests of the people

58 49

Local officials are concerned
only with formalities and not
actual work

60 51

Local officials engage in
misrepresentation and fraud to
meet performance targets

50 39

Extravagant spending at the
expense of public coffers

55 45

Procrastination and dereliction of
duty

54 42

Abuse of power for personal gain 58 45

Buying and selling official
positions

32 19

to promote comprehensive political reform, enhance the rule of law and institution
building, strengthen the education and oversight of leading officials, and further
enhance the Party consciousness of leading cadres.

5.4 A Further Look at the Characteristics of Groups
Participating in Civic Engagement

Building upon the previous discussion of our data, we now build a model to further
examine the characteristics of groups that participate in civic engagement. Past
research has shown that the following propositions generally apply to civic engage-
ment. Firstly, age is usually correlated with the level of civic engagement, where
those who are younger are prone to social action. In contrary, older age groups are
more conservative in both social consciousness and action. Secondly, civic engage-
ment is highly correlated with educational attainment. Those with a higher level
of educational attainment have a higher level of political consciousness and thus a
stronger inclination towards civic engagement. Thirdly, groups of higher socioe-
conomic status are generally more inclined towards political and civic engage-
ment. Because these social groups often command greater social resources, have
stronger demands regarding the timely and effective response by politicians to their
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demands, and have a stronger capacity for social action, they are often known as
active participants in political/civic engagement.

Meanwhile, after considering both the theory of quality of life andChina’s national
conditions, I propose the following hypotheses for the purposes of examining the
actual state of civic engagement in China.

Firstly, we hypothesize that civic engagement is more likely among those facing
greater pressures of life, given that our previous discussion of the data indicates
that civic engagement in China is primarily driven by pragmatic interests and social
action is motivated by unmet demands, which causes individuals to take actions to
protect their rights.

Secondly, we hypothesize that lower levels of social support make it more likely
that an individual will participate in social action, given that people are more likely
to have their demands met if they have access to greater social resources and wider
social support networks. In contrast, a lack of effective social support may motivate
an individual to participate in political action in the hope of improving their current
circumstances.

Thirdly, we assume that lower levels of trust in the government lead to a greater
likelihood of participation in political action. After all, if socio-political action is
indeed motivated by unmet demands, it would indicate that such activists have a
lower level of trust in government. It is precisely this lack of faith in the ability of
government to exercise public powers that motivates them to seekmeaningful change
through individual action.

Fourthly, we assume that lower levels of social trust lead to a greater likelihood of
participation in political action. In other words, if individual political participation is
driven by dissatisfaction with society, a conviction that society is unjust would be an
intrinsic motivation for political action. Moreover, only individuals who hold such a
belief would take proactive action to protect their rights.

These assumptions are based on the national conditions and current state of
civic engagement in China. The following general linear model further examines
the validity of these assumptions, where we assess the impact of age, educational
attainment, social status, burdens of life, social support, and trust in Party/government
officials on socio-political participation (see Table 5.6).

The results show that levels of socio-political participation are likely to be higher
among males than among females, while urban residents are more active in political
participation than rural residents. Age does not strongly influence the level of socio-
political participation (coefficient = 0.007), suggesting that all age groups in China
may potentially participate in social action. The model also validates our hypoth-
esis that educational attainment is positively correlated with civic engagement. In
contrast, the hypothesis that socio-political participation is positively correlated with
social status is not supported by the data. In other words, a lower social status predicts
a higher likelihood of active socio-political participation.

In addition, the hypotheses proposed in light of national conditions have been
verified to be valid. Heavier burdens of life, lower levels of social support, weaker
trust in government, and a conviction that society is inequitable all lead to a greater
likelihood of participation in socio-political action (significance level of 5%). Our
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Table 5.6 Factors underlying socio-political participation

Coefficient Standard deviation t-value Significance level

Constants 0.287 0.127 2.268 0.023

Control variables

Male (reference group: female) 0.286 0.023 12.626 0.000

Rural residents (reference
group: urban residents)

−0.112 0.024 −4.640 0.000

CPC member (reference group:
non-CPC members)

0.173 0.040 4.406 0.000

Core variables

Age 0.007 0.001 7.813 0.000

Educational attainment 0.076 0.007 10.440 0.000

Socioeconomic status −0.089 0.014 −5.836 0.000

Living costs 0.034 0.005 6.284 0.000

Social support 0.089 0.009 10.191 0.000

Political consciousness 0.128 0.016 8.231 0.000

Trust in leading
Party/government officials

−0.048 0.027 −1.783 0.015

Social equity −0.040 0.020 −1.954 0.051

R 0.321

R2 0.101

Note For the sake of brevity, we have omitted details on how the relevant variables are defined and
measured. Specific details can be found in the CGSS 2013

model suggests that civic engagement in China is “defensive” in nature, inspired
by a desire to protect one’s rights when formal appeals to government authorities
are not effective. Participants are chiefly motivated by their low quality of life and
dissatisfaction with society. It is hard for civic engagement motivated by such factors
to lead to positive engagement between the government and the public; at the same
time, such actions are often unconstructive. These issues will be further explored in
the following section.

5.5 Civic Engagement and Social Governance

In recent years, social stability and harmony in China have been disrupted by mass
incidents, which have arisen in part because China lacks intra-institutional chan-
nels for civic engagement. Petitions or other extra-institutional channels are the only
way whereby members of the public can express their demands. The Decision of the
CPCCentral Committee on Several Important Issues of Comprehensively Deepening
Reform, adopted at the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CPC Central Committee,
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specifically stated that “the general purpose of deepening [the all-round reform of the
socialist market economy] is to develop socialism with Chinese characteristics, to
advance modernization in the State governance system and governance capability”.
It is noteworthy that theDecisionmentions “social governance”, in a departure from
the nomenclature favored in previous similar documents, “innovative social manage-
ment”, instead emphasizing “social governance” and innovation that enhances the
quality of social governance.

In a healthy society, civic engagement should be based upon constructive inter-
action with the state. Ideally, the state provides institutional guarantees and lawful
channels for civic engagement by establishing and improving systems for civil partic-
ipation, such as class action lawsuits, public hearings, and lobbying, thus promoting
positive interaction between the state and civic organizations. Conversely, in an
unhealthy society, a lack of institutional channels for civic engagement may also
lead to participation in civic organizations. However, in these circumstances, it would
be difficult for civic organizations to interact positively with the state. In contrast,
civic organizations may adopt radical modes of action, for instance petitions, demon-
strations, and protests, or even “coercion” through mass incidents. In such circum-
stances, civic organizations may be in opposition rather than interaction with the
state. Thus, social development should focus on means for enhancing citizens’ trust
in the state, and establishing lawful channels for intra-institutional participation by
civic organizations.

For a long time, social governance in China has been dominated by the govern-
ment; China’s institutions and structures have offered few channels and opportu-
nities for proactive civic engagement. Meanwhile, civic organizations have neither
the resources nor legal latitude to mobilize social forces. This makes it necessary
to further strengthen capabilities for civic engagement, enhance channels for civic
engagement, and ensure the efficacy of civic engagement at an institutional level.
With regards to promoting constructive civic engagement, I propose the following.

First of all, it is necessary to establish and improve channels for civic engagement,
and, through political reforms and innovation in social governance, create conditions
for civic engagement, expand channels for citizens’ direct or indirect participation
in social governance and the enactment of social policies, and provide effective
guarantees for civic engagement at the institutional level. The experience of Western
countries in this respect tells us that, when enacting and implementing policies, broad
public participation can greatly reduce government costs and enhance the efficiency
of social governance. Thus, the objective laws of social development require that
we establish new models of social governance based upon social autonomy and not
bureaucracy.

This would require that China, on the one hand, fully protects the rights granted
by law to citizens to participate in the political process. On the other hand, it is
necessary to expand existing channels of engagement, establish and improve the
“stakeholder system”, strengthen the role of civic engagement in social governance,
and thus transform civic organizations into guardians of public space and public
goods. In other words, public participation in social governance will not only be
of a non-profit and “fringe” nature. On the contrary, the public may, through civic
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organizations, exercise sustained autonomy over public spaces and public goods over
the long term, and reap the corresponding benefits. These corresponding benefits then
constitute effective incentive mechanisms that ensure enthusiasm for and the long-
term efficacy of civic engagement, which would maximize the interests of social
organizations to the largest possible extent.

Secondly, the existing political structure has long limited civic engagement in
China. Because the government has long played a dominant role in social governance
through its “top-down” approach, China has yet to develop positive government-
citizen interaction. Given the lack of institutionalized channels for their participation,
it is difficult for social organizations to form organizational structures that encourage
widespread participation by ordinary folk and social elites. In other words, the state’s
monopoly in all levels of social governance is a direct cause of the barrier between
the people and the government.

In another perspective, China has entered an era where social issues are becoming
highly prevalent, some of which have an impact far beyond individual interests.
Hence, civic engagement oriented towards rights protection commonly manifests as
“collective actions”. Confrontational mass incidents and potential causes of social
instability be nipped in the bud only by improving systems that allow citizens to
protect their rights, andmaking it the norm for citizens to participate in public admin-
istration through the establishment of regulated, orderly participation mechanisms.
This would reduce information asymmetry between citizens and the government,
lead to greater trust in government, encourage citizens to participate in “consulta-
tive” proactive civic engagement instead of reactive, “defensive” action taken only
when their rights have been infringed, reinforce their “lobbying” capability, and
strengthen the standards and institutions governing the “lobbying” activities of social
organizations.

In conclusion, a reconstruction of existing social governancemechanisms requires
a focus on the transformation of government functions to establish a limited and
service-oriented government. Instead of direct intervention in society, the authority
of the state should be limited to facilitating the operations of the market economy.
At the same time, the state should limit its use of the political administrative system,
and promote social integration in place of institutional integration and motivate
society’s capability for self-governance through the devolution of state powers. This
is inevitable if crisis is to be abated and an ideal social governance model be recon-
structed. Otherwise, in the face of ever-more complex social interests, the govern-
ment may find itself overwhelmed by the complexities of daily governance, which
would both increase administrative costs and likely lead to crises of public trust
as a result of ineffective governance. Specifically, the state should progressively
devolve certain functions of public administration (particularly those related to the
people’s welfare) through political reforms, allow greater participation by the non-
governmental sector in public affairs, and accord them corresponding rights in the
decision-making process and the right to autonomy. This would then ensure harmony
within society even as social rights become more diversified as the space for social
autonomy is progressively expanded.
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Chapter 6
Life Satisfaction and Underlying Factors

Di Zhu

GDP was once the most important indicator for measuring societal development and
ensuring human welfare. Most people aspire towards a better life—“money equals
happiness” still applies to most situations. Yet, there is evidence that happiness and
life satisfaction does not necessarily correspond to material wealth. From 1990 to
2010, even as per capita GDP inChina grew at rates exceeding 8%, reported life satis-
faction showed a U-shaped trend. By comparing data collected by the World Values
Survey, theAsian Barometer Survey, Gallup Inc., theHorizonResearch Consultancy,
and the PewResearchCenter over different periods in time, Easterlin et al. discovered
that levels of life satisfaction among Chinese residents began to decline from 1990
onwards. It was not until 2000–2005 that this trend began to reverse. In the face of
such contradictions, the international community and academic community gradually
came to focus not just on objective material conditions but also subjective assess-
ments of life. This led to broad debate: What significance do economic factors hold
in relation to subjective well-being? Does the influence of economic factors vary at
the micro and macro levels? Several scholars have also included social equity, social
security, social support, eco-environmental factors, health, and marriage in studies
on the non-economic factors that influence levels of life satisfaction.

Although there has been a large body of research on life satisfaction and subjec-
tive wellbeing, sociologists have yet to make substantial contributions to this field.
The influence of social justice and public services, subjects that have been more
widely discussed in sociology, on life satisfaction have been emphasized to a lesser
degree. Existing research is more concerned with the measurement of life satisfac-
tion, emphasizing the function of uni-dimensional factors such as economic condi-
tions and the environment from an academic perspective. As such, there is lack of
comprehensive, systematic observations on the factors underlying life satisfaction.
The researchundertaken in this chapterwasmotivated by adesire to rethink the effects
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of socio-economic policies and propose policy suggestions. Hence, we propose an
analytical framework comprising the factors of economy, society, the environment
and individual quality of life, in the hope of providing a response towards relevant
policies and institutions. I will also emphasize the role of a social safety net, social
justice, and environmental factors in influencing life satisfaction from a sociological
perspective. Based on this analytical framework, the present chapter uses data from
the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey to build a model to explain life satisfaction,
describe the degree of influence of relevant factors and test our analytical framework.

The present chapter first delineates the concept and research significance of life
satisfaction before establishing the analytical framework on the basis of existing
research. The section on empirical analysis will introduce the sources of our data
before analyzing the life satisfaction of urban residents in China and comparing it
with other countries and other periods in history. The central part of the section builds
our explanatory model for the life satisfaction and discusses research discoveries.
The chapter will end by summing up empirical findings and discussing the lessons
that they bear for academic research and policy making.

6.1 The Concept and Significance of Life Satisfaction

Unlike objective indicators such as income, education, and health, life satisfaction is
a subjective measure of welfare and quality of life, as assessed by people’s feelings
and experiences. Apart from life satisfaction, other related terms used by scholars
writing in English include “subjective wellbeing” and “happiness”. “Subjective well-
being” is an umbrella term for the different valuations people make regarding their
lives, the events happening to them, their bodies and minds, and the circumstances
in which they live.

Diener et al. breaks subjective wellbeing into three main components:

1. Life satisfaction, which includes how a respondent evaluates or appraises his
or her life taken as a whole, along with individual evaluations of their income,
housing, and leisure circumstances.

2. Affect, including positive affect such as joy and satisfaction, and negative affect
such as dismay or anger.

3. Domain satisfaction, including sense of achievement and meaning.

“Happiness” is not as well-defined, where there are at least two distinct meanings
to this term in an academic context. The first is as a measure of emotional state, for
instance: “Were you happy yesterday?” Such emotional experiences are generally
short-lived and fluid, and highly influenced by recent events. The second is as a
measure of both emotional state and evaluation of life, for instance “On the whole,
would you say you lead a happy life?” In this sense, “happiness” is highly similar
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to “subjective wellbeing”. In the World Happiness Report, which consolidates inde-
pendent reports by researchers from Canada, the UK and the US, the “happiness” of
people from various countries are discussed under this framework.

Thus, at a conceptual level, life satisfaction is a major component of subjective
well-being. Compared to positive/negative affect and domain satisfaction, which
evaluate the emotional or spiritual aspects of life, self-reported levels of life satisfac-
tion which stem from a respondent’s assessment of his or her life in terms of employ-
ment, income,marriage, housing, andhealth canmoredirectly reflect socio-economic
progress and the effect of social policies. Thus, of the many dimensions inherent
in subjective wellbeing, life satisfaction is the one that directly responds to policy
measures. This quality is what makes life satisfaction significant to institutional and
policy reforms.

Therefore, some policy reports also use life satisfaction as the main means for
determining levels of subjective wellbeing, including the OECDHow’s Life? report.
Of course, respondents may not be able to accurately distinguish the difference
between life satisfaction and emotional experience during actual surveys. Answers
to questions on life satisfaction are often mixed with respondents’ emotions and their
assessment of various aspects of life. Care must be taken to account for this when
interpreting empirical data. At the conceptual level, our chapter makes a distinction
between these aspects. Subjective wellbeing is assessed mainly through life satis-
faction. Relevant analytical frameworks and empirical concepts will be discussed in
later sections.

Indicators that measure life satisfaction have drawn greater attention in recent
years, and are now widely used in research on policy and public opinion. Existing
studies have pointed out that life satisfaction is a highly sensitive measure of welfare.
Despite having amechanism of action different fromGDP indicators, life satisfaction
is also an effective measurement tool. As explained by Easterin et al., the GDP
indicator represents how material living standards have improved on average, while
a life satisfaction index reveals changes in the living standards enjoyed by average
citizens, particularly those with lower incomes or levels of educational attainment.

People’s material desires have grown along with general living standards, leading
to greater concerns regarding issues such as (un)employment, health insurance, chil-
dren’s expenses, and old-age care. As a result, life satisfaction does not increase
linearly with rapid economic growth. In this sense, compared with GDP, which is
a somewhat simplistic indicator, life satisfaction is more meaningful indicator that
comprehensively reflects circumstances of life and wellbeing.

Life satisfaction has also been incorporated in official UK policy. The Green Book
published by the UK Treasury (the Exchequer) is an official guide on appraising
and evaluating policies. The Green Book makes particular note of how measuring
life satisfaction can contribute to Social Cost Benefit Analysis: “At the moment,
subjective well-being measurement remains an evolving methodology and existing
valuations are not sufficiently accepted as robust enough for direct use in Social
Cost-benefit Analysis. The technique is under development, however, and may soon
be developed to the point where it can provide a reliable and accepted complement
to the market-based approaches outlined above. In the meantime, the technique will
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be important in ensuring that the full range of impacts of proposed policies are
considered, and may provide added information about the relative value of non-
market goods compared with each other, if not yet with market goods.”

In general, research on life satisfaction includes the three main aspects described
below. These aspects are also the main justification for our focus on life satisfaction.

First, life satisfaction is an effective tool for evaluating socio-economic progress
and policy systems. Life satisfaction is founded upon subjective experience. As
such, it can measure the subjective impact of socio-economic changes on people’s
lives, thus providing a basis for appraising social progress and the effect of social
policies. Despite sustained economic growth, people’s feelings about the various
aspects of their livesmayverywell head in the opposite direction. Therefore, effective
institutions and policies should not only ensure that citizens are able to meet their
material needs, but also seek to enhance their life satisfaction.

Second, research on life satisfactionmakes itmore feasible to design cross-cultural
and transnational socio-economic policies. It is near impossible to design such poli-
cies simply by controlling for objective variables, while life satisfaction is quite sensi-
tive to many economic, social, political, and environmental indicators, allowing it to
provide information on a wider range of policy consequences than objective indica-
tors. For instance, what are the advantages and disadvantages of the same policy in
different national and cultural contexts? Of course, there still certain conditions that
limit the effectiveness of such comparison.

Third, an analysis of the factors underlying life satisfaction is a robust empirical
tool for testing socio-economic outcomes. Such analysis can reveal which factors
play a stronger role in enhancing subjective wellbeing, thus allowing us to verify
whether outcomes generally regarded as signs of socio-economic progress trulymeet
people’s life expectations and enhance their quality of life. Given that life satisfaction
is an important part of overall social welfare, such analysis provides robust empirical
evidence for testing the effects of social policies.

However, it should be emphasized that, despite being an important tool for
assessing the quality of life, life satisfaction cannot replace objective indicators such
as GDP, income, and employment. Some people may be happy despite being poor,
but their subjective emotional experience does not translate to a higher quality of
life. Neither can governments evade their duties to eliminate poverty and improve
livelihoods. Thus, relevant reports and studies on life satisfaction have emphasized
that subjective wellbeing is a complement to objective indicators. Much as objective
socio-economic indicators do not represent social welfare, subjective wellbeing does
not in itself represent quality of life.
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6.2 An Analytical Framework for Life Satisfaction

There has been much research on life satisfaction and subjective wellbeing, both
inside and outside of China, mostly in the fields of economics or psychology. Most
existing research can be divided into two categories. Psychologists, and some soci-
ologists, focus on the measurement and comparison of life satisfaction. Significant
research in this respect include Diener et al., Xing (2008), Zhou and Ren (2006),
Feng and Yi (2000). Other studies focus on the factors underlying life satisfaction.
For instance, such research may focus on “whether money equals happiness”, i.e.
the effect of income or GDP on life satisfaction. In this regard, Easterlin made an
observation that would come to be known as the Easterlin paradox, where he found
that greater household income is correlated with greater life satisfaction, but average
levels of life satisfaction for a country do not appear to increase over time in line with
increases in average national income. There is still debate among scholars regarding
how income levels affect life satisfaction, which we will address in greater detail
later.

There are also studies that focus on environmental, psychological, or employment
factors (Cao 2011). Yet other studies have focused on the composite effect ofmultiple
factors. For example, Fang and Feng (2009) analyze subjective wellbeing from the
perspectives of employment, income, housing, health, and interpersonal relation-
ships. Liu et al. (2012) introduced annual income, subjective ratings of social status,
changes in social status, political identity and other such demographic variables in
their analysis of the factors underlying levels of happiness. The urban life satisfaction
model constructed by Appleton and Song included income, health, health insurance,
political participation as explanatory variables along with related control variables.

Existing studies have measured life satisfaction, happiness, and subjective quality
of life, and their relationship with income in great detail. However, comprehensive
analysis of the factors underlying life satisfaction has been lacking. Alternatively, we
can say that such research has paid less attention to the development of frameworks
for analyzing such factors.Why are certain underlying factors selected?What are the
relevant underlying theoretical assumptions and theoretical concerns? What are the
internal structures of these factors and how are they connected? Only by elucidating
these issues can we ensure the reliability and validity of an explanatory model.

More countries and social organizations now realize that improvements to citi-
zens’ quality of life and wellbeing require due consideration of economic, social
and environmental factors. This has weaned them of their sole reliance on GDP
as an indicator in measuring social progress. More comprehensive indicators are
now employed, the more well-known of which include the Human Develop-
ment Index,1 which emphasizes health and education, the Happy Planet Index,2

which emphasizes sustainable, eco-friendly development, and the Better Life Index,

1 United Nations Development Programme, http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev.
2 The New Economics Foundation, http://www.happyplanetindex.org.

http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev
http://www.happyplanetindex.org
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which comprehensively evaluates material wealth, quality of life, and sustainable
development.

There is much existing research on the relationship between life satisfaction and
such factors as income, social security, social equity, quality of public services, the
environmental quality, and individual quality of life, which provide an approach to
designing our analytical framework.

6.2.1 Life Satisfaction and Economic Factors

With respect to economic factors, existing research has mainly focused on the effect
of income on life satisfaction. In addition, by making a distinction between abso-
lute and relative perspectives, researchers have emphasized that there are different
mechanisms by which life satisfaction is influenced by income. Based on a demand-
satisfaction framework, Veenhoven postulated that happiness is preconditioned upon
the satisfaction of innate basic needs. Because those with higher incomes are able to
satisfy their basic needs, their levels of income and happiness are positively corre-
lated, and their happiness is not “relative”, i.e. not derived from comparison with
others. Of course, Veenhoven also pointed out that human needs do not increase
indefinitely, meaning that the relationship between income and happiness obeys the
law of diminishing marginal returns. Past a certain threshold, the marginal utility of
income diminishes to zero.

Unlike Veenhoven, Easterlin argues that happiness is relative. In other words,
satisfaction is “relative”, derived from comparison with one’s previous status or
from comparison with others. Thus, Easterlin believed that income levels do not
induce a change in life satisfaction. Rather, it is material desire, as an intermediary
variable, that affects life satisfaction: an increase in income brings about greater
material desires, while greater material desires offset any positive effect by income
growth on life satisfaction. The “relative” view is also held by Diener and Biswas-
Diener, whose review of relevant literature found that: (1) income growth raises
life satisfaction only for those in extreme poverty, not for those of the middle or
upper-middle class, or residents of rich countries; (2) material desires and the drive
to accumulate greater wealth are factors that thwart any increase in life satisfaction.

Chinese scholars have derived relevant empirical evidence from domestic data
that shed further light on these debated issues. Xing (2011) noted the relationship
between absolute income and happiness. By analyzing data from surveys carried out
in six Chinese provincial capitals, Xing found that income had only a slight effect
on happiness for urban residents, while there was a stronger correlation between
income and happiness in less affluent regions. Xing also found that people with
higher incomeswere generally less happy than those with lower incomes. Luo (2009)
defined absolute income as total household income per capita, while relative income
was defined with reference to the subjective poverty line, average income in the
locality, and previous income levels. After analyzing data from randomized surveys
of urban and rural residents across China, Luo found that relative income has a
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significant impact on subjective wellbeing. In addition, even after controlling for
relative income, absolute income also had a significant impact on the same.

Guan (2010) used mathematical techniques to treat absolute income as income
for the past year and relative income as individual assessments of one’s income
level in an analysis of survey data from Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangdong. Guan’s
results show that relative income, but not absolute income, had a significant impact
on happiness. Guan also used regional characteristics, educational attainment, age
factors, and the population quantile method to construct four different indicators to
measure relative income and build corresponding regression models, all of which
verified that relative income indeed had a significant impact on happiness.

Using a comparative framework, Liu et al. (2012) included relative social status
(relative to other persons) and improvements in social status (compared to past status)
as explanatory variables for levels of happiness. Their model showed that relative
social status, both in comparison with others and one’s past status, had a significant
impact on happiness, suggesting that “the pursuit and achievement of a higher relative
status is an important factor underlying levels of happiness”.

6.2.2 Life Satisfaction and Social Factors

Existing studies mainly discuss the impact of social factors on life satisfaction from
the perspectives of social security, social governance, social equity, public services
and social support. Diener and Suh argued that, in addition to economic indicators,
social indicators and subjective wellbeing should be included in measures of “the
good life”, i.e. wellbeing and quality of life. Such social indicators include health
indicators (infant mortality rates, number of doctors, life expectancy), public safety
and security (suicide rates, size of the police force, rate of sexual violence), as well
as indicators related to the environment, human rights, social welfare, and education.
These social indicators also have a large impact on subjective wellbeing.

Diener and Sellman emphasize the role of non-economic indicators in measuring
national wellbeing, including social governance (freedom, democracy, political
stability), social capital (trust, civic engagement), and religious beliefs. Dolan et al.
pointed out that income inequality has a negative impact on life satisfaction, but this
effect differs across different countries and groups. For instance, Latin Americans are
happy despite greater income inequality, while people from the former Soviet bloc
are less so despite more equitable income distributions. Needless to say, whether
or not income inequality adversely impacts life satisfaction depends on people’s
views: does income inequality benefit economic efficiency, or does it lead to unequal
opportunities? Researchers have also found that social mobility is lower in Europe,
meaning that income inequality leads to unequal opportunities, which needless to
say has a negative impact on life satisfaction.

When analyzing macro data, scholars generally tend towards using objective indi-
cators such as the Gini coefficient to measure the impact of social (in)equity on life
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satisfaction. When using micro data, however, it is more common to measure such
impact on life satisfaction through attitudes towards social (in)equity. For instance,
Shi and Cui (2006) used data from nationwide surveys to explore the relationship
between social equity and life satisfaction. Their study defined citizens’ views of
social equity from two aspects: (1) attitudes towards just outcomes, procedural fair-
ness, and social regulation; (2) appraisals of one’s current social standing. Attitudes
towards just outcomes refer to attitudes pertaining to modes of income distribu-
tion and economic inequality, attitudes towards procedural fairness refer to atti-
tudes pertaining to fairness of opportunity and the market economy, while atti-
tudes towards social regulation reflects whether one’s values are “individualistic” or
“group-oriented”.3 Their research concluded that life satisfaction was significantly
influenced by procedural fairness and appraisals of one’s social standing, but not just
outcomes.

Fewstudies have explored the impact of social security on life satisfaction.DiTella
et al. used pension replacement rates to approximate the level of social security. By
analyzing data on individual pensioners in Europe, they found that a higher pension
replacement rate enhanced life satisfaction for both the employed and unemployed.
Appleton and Song analyzed data from surveys conducted in urban Chinese regions
and found that health insurance had a significant impact on life satisfaction. Those
with coverage for major health conditions (part of the premiums is borne by the
individual) and those without any form of health insurance had lower levels of life
satisfaction than those who were entitled to health insurance provided by the state.

6.2.3 Life Satisfaction and Environmental Factors

In related research, there are usually two types of methods for measuring environ-
mental factors. The first type uses objective indicators such as levels of nitrogen
dioxide and suspended particulate matter, while the second type uses subjective
indicators such as environmental awareness and environmental satisfaction. Most
empirical research suggest that levels of environmental pollution and environmental
concerns are significantly correlated to life satisfaction. This emphasizes the role of
sustainable development and consumption in enhancing life satisfaction.

Makeron and Mourato collected data on air quality in 400 London homes, and
asked their inhabitants to indicate whether they felt air pollution was a serious issue
in their neighborhood. In so doing, they discovered that both objective measurements
and subjective appraisals of air pollution levels had a significant adverse impact on
life satisfaction. Thiswas true even after controlling for other related variables. Smyth
et al. focused on the relationship between air pollution and subjective wellbeing in
Chinese cities. Their study assessed environmental quality through levels of sulfur
dioxide emissions, rates of environmental incidents, traffic congestion levels, and

3 In other words, whether one values the group over oneself or vice versa. –Trans.
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availability of green spaces, while controlling for socio-economic variables and polit-
ical views, such as income inequality, opinions on the merits of the market economy,
social protections, as well as respondents’ personal traits. They found that severe
air pollution, greater rates of environmental incidents, and severe traffic congestion
significantly lowers subjective wellbeing. Approval of the market economy system
and a belief that society is unequal also results in lower subjective wellbeing. In a
study that involved 18 cities, Cao (2011) used nitrogen dioxide concentration levels
to measure air quality and found that there is a significant correlation between air
quality and life satisfaction among low-income groups. The same was not true for
those with higher incomes.

Environmental consciousness is also included in subjective indicators. After a
panel survey of British households that controlled for environmental conditions, resi-
dential localities, lifestyles, and psychological characteristics, Ferrer-I-Carbonella
and Gowdyb found that concern about ozone pollution levels was negatively corre-
lated with life satisfaction. They also found that life satisfaction was more affected
by the degree of concern for the environment than objective levels of environmental
pollution. In addition, concern about biodiversity was also positively correlated with
levels of life satisfaction. The authors interpreted this to mean that concern for the
surrounding environment brought about positive psychological affect.

Since the environment has a major impact on human wellbeing and life satis-
faction, both researchers and the international community advocate a balance
between “environmental consumption” (development and utilization of environ-
mental resources) and human wellbeing. The pursuit of human wellbeing may well
be the fundamental goal of social development, but lower environmental impacts and
more efficient utilization of environmental resources is key to sustained improvement
of human wellbeing. This idea has become known as the “environmental efficiency
of wellbeing (EWEB).

Knight and Rosa used variables that affected life satisfaction in a regressionmodel
to measure EWEB. Using data from 105 countries, they examined how EWEB was
related to economic development, democracy, inequality, levels of trust, and climate
factors.

Interestingly, economic developmentwas related toEWEBbyanegative quadratic
function, implying that EWEB increases when the level of economic development is
low, but declines when an economy becomes more developed. In turn, this implies
that life satisfaction improves only through greater environmental consumption. This
refutes the theory that only economic growth can sustain greater humanwellbeing. In
addition, social inequality is negatively correlated with EWEB while levels of trust
are positively correlated. This “sustainable wellbeing” framework, which accounts
for environmental impact, bears important lessons for our analytical framework and
relevant policy proposals.

Jacob et al. explored the impact of ecologically sustainable behavior on subjec-
tive wellbeing from the perspective of sustainability. In particular, they examined the
impact of sustainable food consumption, one of the indicators of ecologically sustain-
able behavior. Sustainable food consumption generally refers purchasing locally
grown or organic food, dining in restaurants operated by local residents, and cooking
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at home. Their empirical analysis showed that sustainable food consumption had a
significantly positive impact on subjective wellbeing. The authors interpreted this to
mean that reflection and self-discipline leads people to put greater store upon inner
experiences and processes, which then leads to greater satisfaction and happiness.

6.2.4 Life Satisfaction and Individual Quality of Life

When measuring life satisfaction, existing research also emphasizes the impact of
health, time and unemployment on an individual’s quality of life. Among the three,
health and unemployment have been found to have a greater impact. For example,
in an analysis of papers published in economics journals since 1990, Dolan et al.
found that despite a lack of consensus, or even disagreement, among researchers on
the factors underlying subjective wellbeing, scholars generally agree that health and
unemployment are significant factors. This has been supported by evidence from
different countries, different time periods, and different datasets, compiled using a
variety of research methodologies.

Through an analysis of data from EU countries, Segheri et al. showed that higher
self-reported levels of health are highly correlated with greater life satisfaction.
Appleton and Song found that this was also true for urban residents in China. Of
those who believed they were “very unhealthy”, only 14% were satisfied or very
satisfied with their lives. In contrast, of those who believed they were very healthy,
44%were (very) satisfied. The authors interpreted this to mean that ill health brought
about negative emotions and financial burdens, which in turn negatively impacts life
satisfaction.

Appleton and Song also pointed out that unemployment has a strong impact on
the life satisfaction of urban residents in China. Unemployment has a significant
direct impact on life satisfaction, even after controlling for income and other factors.
Diener and Biswas-Diener found that most existing studies have pointed out that
unemployed persons are significantly less happy, even after controlling for income.
Their paper attributed this to cultural norms, as a lack of unemployment leads to
feelings of inadequacy. The paper also noted that unemployed persons often receive
less respect, especially for men. However, Chinese scholars often neglect to account
for the social pressures arising from unemployment when constructing analytical
models of life satisfaction. Alternatively, they take a one-dimensional view of unem-
ployment (i.e. whether one has a job), without considering the considerable range of
factors involved. Obviously, unemployment due to xiagang4 is different from unem-
ployment due to personal reasons. A failure to account for such factors weakens the
causal relationship between unemployment and life satisfaction. For instance, the
model built by Guan (2010) found that life satisfaction is not significantly impacted

4 See note in Chapter II. –Trans.
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by whether one has a job. This serves as a reminder to exercise care in selecting indi-
cators when analyzing the impact of unemployment and accompanying pressures on
life satisfaction.

As for the time effect, a literature review by Dolan et al. found how one spends
their time strongly influences life satisfaction. Existing studies have focused on how
subjectivewellbeing is affected by the frequency and time spent onwork, commuting,
caring for others, volunteer work, exercise, and religious activities.

6.2.5 Establishing our Analytical Framework

Based upon existing research on subjective wellbeing, happiness, and life satisfac-
tion, this chapter argues that life satisfaction is more appropriately analyzed through
a framework that includes economic, social and environmental factors. At a practical
level, these factors provide more comprehensive insights into life satisfaction, while
also providing a more reliable theoretical and empirical basis for policy formulation
and implementation. At a technical level, a more comprehensive analytical frame-
work reduces errors and allows us to more accurately explain the impact of the
various relevant factors.

Firstly, one’s economic standing, as measured mainly through income, provides
thematerial conditions necessary for sustaining daily life.Although there is stillmuch
debate among researchers regarding the impact of income on life satisfaction, there
can be no doubt that income cannot be excluded as an underlying factor. Secondly,
one of the goals andmotivations for our chapter is to re-examine institutions and poli-
cies that promote socio-economic development. Therefore, in addition to economic
factors, we also consider social and environmental factors related to such policies and
institutions. Relevant social factors mainly refer to relevant social systems and public
services, as well as the evaluation thereof, while environmental factors mainly refer
to environmental conditions in the locality of residence. Existing research has shown
that, of the social factors, levels of social security, social equity, and quality of public
services have a significant impact on life satisfaction. Meanwhile, significant envi-
ronmental factors include objective environmental indicators and subjective opinions
on environmental quality. In addition to factors of the external environment (i.e. the
social environment and the natural environment), an individual’s life satisfaction is
also related to their lifestyle and quality of life. Current research has clearly indicated
that an individual’s life satisfaction is also related to their health, employment status,
and how the individual allocates their time across various activities. The analytical
framework for this chapter is illustrated in Fig. 6.1.

Our analytical framework includes economic factors (the material conditions for
sustaining daily life), non-economic factors (social systems and public services, eco-
environmental quality, and individual quality of life), the external environment (social
factors and environmental factors), and internal factors (material conditions and indi-
vidual quality of life). These factors are largely mutually independent. Figure 6.2
shows the structure of our analytical framework. In particular, the level of economic
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Fig. 6.1 Analytical framework for the factors underlying life satisfaction

development, an economic aspect of the external environment, is a macro-level vari-
able. As our chapter uses micro data, such factors have not been included in our
analysis.

This analytical framework constructed from the abovementioned theoretical
assumptions is able to more comprehensively account for differences in life satis-
faction and thereby improve the reliability of our analysis. Although our chapter has
argued for the use of comprehensive analytical frameworks, it remains impossible
to include all possible underlying factors. Instead, we have opted to only include
those factors important to our purposes and relevant to our theoretical assumptions

Fig. 6.2 Structure of the life satisfaction analytical framework
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in our framework, the validity and robustness of which requires further empirical
verification.

6.3 Comparing Life Satisfaction Levels

Our chapter uses data from the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey, coordinated by
the Institute of Sociology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. The survey
uses a multi-stage random sampling method that covers 30 urban/rural areas in 30
provinces/autonomous regions/municipalities directly under the central government.
The sampling design ensures that the data is respectively representative of urban and
rural areas. The CGSS 2013 collected 10,206 valid responses from Chinese citizens
aged 18 or above.

In China, the factors underlying life satisfaction vary widely between urban and
rural localities, given that the social safety net and quality of public services are
poorer in rural areas. This means that, although both social security and public
services significantly impact life satisfaction in both urban and rural localities, there
may be differences in the underlying mechanisms. For this reason, our chapter will
focus on the life satisfaction of urban residents.

The CGSS 2013 includes a set of questions that measure life satisfaction. Respon-
dents are first asked to rate their satisfactionwith their educational attainment, health,
social life, family relations, household economic situation, leisure, and entertainment,
before being asked to rate their overall satisfaction (“On the whole, how satisfied
are you with life?”) Respondents are asked to rate their answers on a scale of 1–10.
A score of 1 means “very dissatisfied” while a score of 10 means “very satisfied”.
Average score for urban residents was 6.84.

Using data from the Gallup World Poll, the World Happiness Report reports
average happiness levels in China from 2010 to 2012 to be 4.978 (out of 10), an
increase of 0.257 over levels from 2005 to 2007. This put China in 93rd place among
156 countries. The World Values Survey revealed a similar trend, where life satis-
faction was 6.85 (out of 10) for the average Chinese resident, putting China in 31st
place among 58 countries, a slight improvement over 2005–2009 rankings, where
China was in 36th place.

As previously discussed, analysis by Easterlin et al. found that life satisfaction in
China from 1990 to 2012 followed a U-shaped curve. As shown in Fig. 6.3, domestic
data indicates that social equity was higher in China in 1990, when the average
Chinese resident scored their life satisfaction at 7.29. Life satisfaction dipped to a
low of 6.53 in 2001 before rebounding somewhat. Liu Junqiang et al. (2012) used
CGSS data to stress that happiness levels rose steadily from 2003 to 2010 and argued
against the Easterlin paradox. Based on a five-point scale, the level of happiness was
3.27 in 2003 and 3.77 in 2010. If respondents who indicated that they are “happy” and
“very happy” are categorized as one group (similarly for those who are “unhappy”
or “very unhappy”), 72.6% of respondents were happy with life in 2010, up from
37.3% in 2003, while only 9.8% were unhappy in 2010, down from 12.9% in 2003.
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Fig. 6.3 Life Satisfaction in China, BRICS nations and Developed Countries (World Values
Survey). Source http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp. The horizontal axis represents
the years that China conducted relevant surveys. Corresponding surveys for other countries were
conducted within two years of the corresponding year in the horizontal axis

Wehave also compared the life satisfaction ofChinese residentswithBRICScoun-
tries, major developed countries, and Nordic countries with strong public welfare
systems. As shown in Fig. 6.3, Chinese residents reported lower levels of life satis-
faction than residents of the US (representative of developed countries) and Sweden
(representative of countries with a strong public welfare system). Life satisfaction
was also lower in China than in Japan post 2001. However, as far as trends are
concerned, US citizens have reported lower life satisfaction levels since 2001, while
the reverse is true for China. The level of life satisfaction in Brazil is comparable to
that of the US and Sweden, and also much higher than that of other BRICS nations.
Life satisfaction is relatively low in India and Russia.

A comparison with other countries not only reveals differences in the level of
economic development, but also differences of culture and history. Although the US
has been affected by such factors as the economic crisis and a widening wealth gap,
the overall strength of its economy is still able to sustain a high standard of living for
its citizens. Thus, life satisfaction levels in the US remain relatively high, on par with
developed countries with strong public welfare systems. Brazil’s relatively high level
of life satisfaction is largely related to its unique cultural and social context. Residents
of Latin American countries are more oriented towards desirable goals and positive
emotions. Meanwhile, lower life satisfaction levels in Russia are probably related
to social instability, lower incomes and ideological crisis after the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. However, data indicates that life satisfaction in Russia has improved
greatly since 2007.

Easterlin et al. attributed changes in life satisfaction in China to greater materi-
alistic desires, while Liu et al. (2012) emphasized that economic development leads
to higher levels of happiness. In reality, there is no contradiction between the trends

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp
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unearthed by these two studies, as well as the attributed underlying factors. In the
1990s, market reforms were necessary for restoring China’s economy and raising
living standards, but a widening rich-poor divide and upheaval of existing moral
values eventually resulted in a sustained decline in life satisfaction and happiness.
Since 2003, both the government and the general public have begun to rethink the
consequences of “blindly pursuingGDPgrowth”. A renewed focus on income equity,
livelihood security and cultural development led to a rebound in life satisfaction
levels. Materialistic desires stimulated by economic growth may also be interpreted
as a response to less-than-ideal institutions andpolicies,whichhas creatednew imper-
atives for reform. Therefore, despite the “negative” impact of greater materialistic
desires, we should also observe that new priorities that lead to more comprehen-
sive socio-economic development, during the initial and “maturity” phase of market
reforms, may just be key to understanding trends of change in life satisfaction.

Figure 6.4 shows the life satisfaction of Chinese citizens, as derived from data
from the CGSS 2013. Satisfaction with family relations (8.26), social life (6.99), and
health (6.95) are greater than overall life satisfaction, indicating that these factors
play a role in enhancing overall life satisfaction. Meanwhile, overall life satisfaction
is lowered by satisfaction with educational attainment (5.66), household economic
situation (5.81), and leisure and entertainment (5.83).

In our analysis, overall life satisfaction is the dependent variable while satisfaction
with various aspects of life serve as independent variables. We then construct a
regression model to examine how, and to what degree, satisfaction with the various
aspects of life affect overall life satisfaction. As shown in Table 6.1, our overall model
is statistically significant and can account for 56.2% of the variability in overall life
satisfaction.

Fig. 6.4 Life satisfaction of urban residents (by category) (1= very dissatisfied, 10= very satisfied)
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Table 6.1 Decomposition model for overall life satisfaction (linear regression model)

Satisfaction with various aspects
of life

Coefficient Satisfaction with various aspects
of life

Coefficient

Educational attainment 0.070 ***
(0.008)

Household economic situation 0.291 ***
(0.010)

Health 0.064 ***
(0.009)

Entertainment and leisure 0.222 ***
(0.009)

Social life 0.067 ***
(0.011)

Constant 0.717 ***
(0.092)

Family relations 0.222 ***
(0.011)

Sample size 5539

Adjusted R2 0.562

Note Numbers in brackets represent robust standard errors for the relevant coefficients
*** p < 0.01

Individual variables of ourmodel are also statistically significant.After controlling
for other variables, satisfaction with one’s household economic situation has the
greatest impact on overall life satisfaction. This indicates that, in our measurement
framework, superior material conditions exert the largest impact on increased life
satisfaction for urban residents. Meanwhile, satisfaction with family relations and
leisure/entertainment are the second-most important factors underlying greater life
satisfaction. In contrast, levels of satisfaction with social life, health, and educational
attainment have a lesser impact.

6.4 Analysis of the Factors Underlying Life Satisfaction

Based on our analytical framework, we will seek to elucidate how life satisfaction
is impacted by economic, social, environmental, and quality-of-life factors after
controlling for relevant demographic variables. With regards to economic factors,
some academic papers use individual income as a proxy, while others refer to house-
hold or per capita income. Our chapter uses household income, as individual life
opportunities are not only affected by individual income, but also the incomeof others
in the same household, meaning that the economic resources available to any one
individual is more accurately measured by household income. Furthermore, respon-
dents adopt inconsistent definitions for “number of persons in the same household”,
resulting in larger disparities in household size. Therefore, total household income
is used to measure a respondent’s absolute income.

As for indicators that measure relative income, a lack of tracking data makes
it impossible to determine changes in household income. However, the survey
asked respondents to rate how their socio-economic status and living standards have
changed over the past five years. This allows us to approximate both vertical changes
(i.e. current income compared to past income) and horizontal changes (i.e. income
levels relative to one’s peers). Two methods are commonly used in existing research
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to measure relative income levels (relative to one’s peers). The first is the “objective
measurement method”. For instance, this method would measure the gap between
an individual’s income and the average income of persons of similar educational
attainment, age, or income interval. The other method is the “subjective evaluation
method”, which asks a respondent to select a subjective benchmark and rate their
income level accordingly.

Guan (2010) advocates the subjective evaluationmethod, arguing that no systemof
objective indicators can accurately reflect a respondent’s subjective appraisal of their
income level. In Guan’s study, respondents are commonly asked to rate “their socio-
economic status at the local level”. Although “local level” may be overly vague, the
phrasing of this question allows respondents to indicate the (subjective) geographic
scope of their social relations and relevant benchmarks, making it more relevant as
a “horizontal” measure of relative income. Guan (2010) also used relative income
(defined using various reference indicators) to build relevantmodels that demonstrate
the robustness of using an individual’s subjective appraisal of their income status to
predict their level of life satisfaction.

As for social factors, our chapter focuses on three aspects: social security, social
equity and public services. In existing research, levels of social security are often
measured by health and old-age insurance. As old-age insurance for Chinese civil
servants and employees of public institutions have not been fully integrated, they
do not contribute towards old-age insurance funds. In addition, our data does not
include detailed variables for persons not entitled to old-age insurance coverage.
These factors make it impossible to measure the level of social security through
objective indicators related to old-age insurance. In addition, a large number of
respondents enjoy health insurance coverage. However, the specific type of health
insurance is not related to their level of social security, meaning that objective health
insurance indicators are not reliable indicators of social security. In contrast, subjec-
tive indicators, i.e. satisfaction with old-age and health insurance, are more effective
in measuring the level of social security. In questions related to social equity, respon-
dents aremost concernedwith the rich-poor divide and income distribution. Thus, we
assess the level of social equity through respondents’ ratings of “wealth and income
distribution” equity. Public services are often related to the necessities of daily life.
Our chapter uses respondents’ ratings of government efforts regarding healthcare
and housing security as a proxy for the quality of public services.

The satisfaction of respondents with the environmental quality in their locality of
residence is used as a proxy for environmental factors. As for individual quality of
life, the present chapter mainly focuses on health, employment status, and working
hours. Although our data lacks variables that directly measure health status, there
are a group of variables that measure the burdens of everyday life, including “heavy
medical expenses”, which reveal the mechanisms by which health status influences
life satisfaction. Because these provide a more accurate means for measuring the
impact of health on life satisfaction, the present chapter opts to evaluate health
factors using such variables that measure economic burdens. Many researchers have
also noted that unemployment is a factor that strongly affects life satisfaction. In
the CGSS 2013, 3.6% of urban respondents are currently unemployed, albeit for
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various reasons, including employer-related factors (bankruptcy, enterprise reform,
xiagang/neitui/maiduan gongling,5 forced resignation), personal factors (family
reasons, health, resignation), failure to find a job after graduation, and family respon-
sibilities. Thus, a respondent’s life satisfaction level cannot be effectively explained
by his or her employment status. Additionally, there are technical difficulties in
identifying whether a respondent is “truly unemployed”.

Similar to how health factors are measured, the present chapter measures unem-
ployment risks faced by a respondent or their family members by asking if respon-
dents face psychological pressures due to the unemployment or job instability of
a family member. This clearly defined “pressure—satisfaction” theoretical assump-
tion allows us to more accurately measure the impact of unemployment. In the CGSS
2013, there is only one variable regarding working hours—“Since the start of the
year, how many hours have you spent per day in your nonfarm job?” As more than
1/3 of respondents are currently out of work, while 12% of employed respondents are
full-time farmers, we have had to omit this variable, given that its inclusion would
result in the loss of much respondent data.

A range of demographic variables commonly used in existing research were
included as control variables, including gender, age, marital status, household regis-
tration, and education attainment. Occupational factors were omitted despite their
relevance, given their significant correlation with educational attainment (a corre-
lation coefficient of 0.3324). Only 5% of sample data originate from Beijing and
Shanghai (Guangzhou and Shenzhen were not included in the survey), while 47%
of respondents did not indicate whether they were Communist Party members.
Because incomplete information affects the reliability of statistical inference, resi-
dential locality and Party membership were omitted from our analysis, despite
being commonly used demographic variables. Variables included in our model,
along with descriptive statistics, are listed in Table 6.2. Our model applies the
natural log transformation on total household income to reduce collinearity and
heteroscedasticity.

Overall life satisfaction, measured as a continuous variable, is the dependent vari-
able in our stepwise regression model. Economic, social, environmental and indi-
vidual quality of life factors are successively introduced as explanatory variables
to test the ability of our model to account for changes in the independent vari-
ables. Appropriate weights are also given to age and gender to make our samples
more consistent with population demographics (based on China’s sixth census). Our
various linear regression models are described in Table 6.3.

Our regression results show that all models are able to explain changes in life satis-
faction, fromModel 1, whose independent variables include only absolute income, to
Model 6, which includes all relevant variables. The explanatory power of our model
increases as successive independent variables are introduced.

Model 1, where total household income is used as a proxy to measure absolute
income levels, is able to explain 4.4% of variation in life satisfaction. Total household
income is positively correlated with life satisfaction at a statistically significant level.

5 See note in Chapter II. –Trans.
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Table 6.2 Descriptive statistics for relevant dependent and independent variables

Variable Value/definition Sample size Mean Standard deviation

Overall life
satisfaction

1 = very dissatisfied;
10 = very satisfied

5574 6.842 1.819

Household income
(past year)

CNY 0–1.0100000 5191 74,383.92 177,796.3

Household income
(past year) (ln)

6.492–16.130 5170 10.806 0.890

Change in living
standards compared
to five years ago

1 = large decline; 2 =
some decline; 3 = no
change; 4 = some
improvement; 5 =
large improvement

5542 3.726 0.950

Relative
socio-economic status
in locality of
residence (subjective
rating)

1 = low; 2 = below
average; 3 = average;
4 = above average; 5
= high

5490 2.357 0.893

Satisfaction with
old-age insurance

1 = very dissatisfied;
10 = very satisfied

5009 6.276 2.488

Satisfaction with
health insurance

1 = very dissatisfied;
10 = very satisfied

5278 6.553 2.371

Wealth and income
distribution

1 = very unfair; 2 =
unfair; 3 = fair; 4 =
very fair

5171 2.149 0.732

Appraisal of
government rent
regulation and
affordable housing
policies

1 = very poor; 2 =
poor; 3 = good; 4 =
very good

4467 2.406 0.786

Appraisal of
government-provided
healthcare services

1 = very poor; 2 =
poor; 3 = good; 4 =
very good

5304 2.767 0.633

Satisfaction with
environmental quality
in locality of
residence

1 = very dissatisfied;
10 = very satisfied

5582 6.250 2.009

Respondent faces
heavy financial
burdens due to high
medical expenses

1 = yes; 0 = no 5549 0.278 0.448

Respondent faces
pressure due to a
family member’s
unemployment or job
instability

1 = yes; 0 = no 5556 0.289 0.453

(continued)
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Table 6.2 (continued)

Variable Value/definition Sample size Mean Standard deviation

Gender 1 = male; 2 = female 5583 1.542 0.498

Age 1 = 18–25
2 = 26–35
3 = 36–45
4 = 46–60
5 = over 60

5583 3.153 1.208

Marriage status 1 = married (including
cohabitating couples
and first/subsequent
marriages); 0 = single
(never married,
divorced, or widowed)

5575 0.816 0.387

Educational
attainment

0 = primary education
& below; 1 = junior
secondary; 2 = upper
secondary (high
school/secondary
vocational education);
3 = higher vocational
education; 4 =
bachelor’s degree and
above

5575 1.553 1.261

Household
registration

1 = rural; 2 = urban 5569 1.536 0.499

Estimates in Model 1 are based on adjusted R2 values. Changes in the explanatory
power of the model are examined by successive introduction of other independent
variables.

We first introduce variables related to relative income levels—current income
versus past income and individual income versus income of one’s peers to form
Model 2. Absolute income serves as a proxy for living standards, while relative
income serves as a proxy for self-assessed socio-economic status. In Model 2, we
find that all three variables are positively correlated with increased life satisfaction
at a statistically significant level. Model 2 is able to explain 17% of variation in life
satisfaction, which clearly indicates that relative income has a large impact on the
life satisfaction of urban residents.

In Model 3, we introduce five variables to measure three different social factors:
level of social security, level of social equity, and quality of public services. We
observe another significant rise in the explanatory power of our model—Model 3 is
able to account for 26% of variation in life satisfaction. Economic factors remain
statistically significant, while the newly introduced social variables are also signif-
icantly and positively correlated with life satisfaction. We find that higher levels
of satisfaction with old-age and health insurance, higher (subjectively evaluated)
income equity, and favorable views of government housing and healthcare policies
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Table 6.3 Regression model for factors underlying urban quality of life

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Economic factors: absolute and relative income

Household
income (ln)

0.429 ***
(0.031)

0.210 ***
(0.030)

0.296 ***
(0.035)

0.300 ***
(0.034)

0.246 ***
(0.034)

0.182 ***
(0.036)

Change in living
standards

0.383 ***
(0.030)

0.266 ***
(0.033)

0.244 ***
(0.033)

0.222 ***
(0.032)

0.231 ***
(0.032)

Relative
socioeconomic
status in locality
of residence
(subjective
rating)

0.518 ***
(0.032)

0.409 ***
(0.036)

0.370 ***
(0.036)

0.321 ***
(0.036)

0.289 ***
(0.036)

Social factors: social security, social equity and public services

Satisfaction with
old-age insurance

0.104 ***
(0.017)

0.092 ***
(0.016)

0.084 ***
(0.016)

0.080 ***
(0.016)

Satisfaction with
health insurance

0.064 ***
(0.018)

0.050 ***
(0.017)

0.047 ***
(0.017)

0.047 ***
(0.017)

Equality of
Income
Distribution

0.186 ***
(0.040)

0.149 ***
(0.039)

0.138 ***
(0.039)

0.153 ***
(0.040)

Appraisal of
government
housing security
policies

0.226 ***
(0.040)

0.182 ***
(0.038)

0.175 ***
(0.038)

0.159 ***
(0.038)

Appraisal of
government
healthcare
policies

0.142 ***
(0.049)

0.072
(0.048)

0.057
(0.048)

0.085 *
(0.048)

Environmental factors: appraisal of environmental quality

Satisfaction with
environmental
quality in locality
of residence

0.177 ***
(0.016)

0.173 ***
(0.016)

0.172 ***
(0.016)

Individual quality of life: health and employment

Economic burden
due to high
medical expenses

−0.340 ***
(0.068)

−0.342 ***
(0.068)

Economic burden
due to a family
member’s
unemployment or
job instability

−0.321 ***
(0.067)

−0.269 ***
(0.067)

Control variables

(continued)
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Table 6.3 (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Female 0.137 ***
(0.052)

Age (reference group: persons over 60)

18–25 −0.104
(0.126)

26–35 −0.453 ***
(0.102)

36–45 −0.568 ***
(0.094)

46–60 −0.338 ***
(0.088)

Married 0.315 ***
(0.084)

Educational attainment (reference group: primary education and below)

Junior secondary 0.150 *
(0.090)

Upper secondary
(high
school/secondary
vocational
education)

0.279 ***
(0.100)

Higher vocational
education

0.465 ***
(0.113)

Bachelor’s degree
and above

0.639 ***
(0.117)

Urban household registration

Constants 2.187 ***
(0.337)

1.915 ***
(0.321)

−0.720 *
(0.400)

−1.144 ***
(0.389)

0.001
(0.409)

0.433
(0.425)

Sample size 5162 5066 3552 3551 3530 3513

Adjusted R2 0.044 0.170 0.261 0.295 0.307 0.325

Robust standard errors for each coefficient are included in parentheses
*** p < 0.01; * p < 0.1

all lead to greater levels of life satisfaction. This indicates that social factors have a
strong influence on the life satisfaction of urban residents.

Model 4 introduces variables that measure environmental factors.We observe that
life satisfaction is significantly and positively correlated with levels of satisfaction
with local environmental quality (i.e. near locality of residence). The introduction
of environmental factors raises the explanatory power of our model, which can now
explain 29.5% of variation in life satisfaction. Clearly, environmental factors have a
strong impact on residents’ life satisfaction. However, after the introduction of these
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factors, subjective appraisals of government healthcare policies become a statistically
insignificant to levels of life satisfaction.

In Model 5, factors that impact individual quality of life are included, which
are measured through health and employment pressures faced by both respondents
and their households. Both medical expenses and household unemployment are
negatively and significantly correlated with life satisfaction. Model 5 can explain
30.7% of variation in life satisfaction. With the exception of subjective appraisals of
government healthcare policies, all variables considered in Model 5 are statistically
significant.

Therefore, we see that amodel that incorporates both economic and non-economic
factors (i.e. social and environmental factors, which are factors of the external envi-
ronment, and individual quality of life) can account for nearly 31% of variation in life
satisfaction, while the explanatory power of the model increases as more variables
are included. This indicates that each of these variables have a strong influence on
the life satisfaction of urban residents. The results of our model also indicate that our
analytical framework is sufficiently robust.

All explanatory variables are included inModel 6, alongwith relevant control vari-
ables. Model 6 explain 32.5% of variation in life satisfaction. Subjective appraisal
of government healthcare policies is statistically significant at the 10% level, while
other explanatory variables are significant at the 1% level. Among the control vari-
ables, gender, marriage status, and level of educational attainment are statistically
significant. Females, married respondents, and those in long-term relationships all
show a higher level of life satisfaction. Similarly, those who have graduated from
junior secondary school, high school, vocational education or university have higher
levels of life satisfaction than those who have not received formal education or have
only completed primary school. These findings are consistent with existing research
(Guan 2010; Liu et al. 2012).

Interestingly, age has a U-shaped relationship with life satisfaction. Life satisfac-
tion is greatest for the youngest group of respondents (18–25) and the oldest group
(above 60). The groups in between (26–35; 36–45; 46–60) report significantly lower
levels of life satisfaction, possibly because they face pressures related towork, family,
and supporting elderly parents. Relevant regression coefficients are highest for those
between 36 and 45, meaning that life satisfaction is lowest in this age group. This
finding is also consistent with that by Appleton and Song. However, household regis-
tration is not a statistically significant factor. One obvious interpretation is that all
sample data in our analysis are provided by residents of urban localities. Regardless
of whether a respondent has an urban or rural household registration, they are gener-
ally entitled to use of urban infrastructure and resources, even if some public services
may not be available to the latter. This lowers the impact of household registration
on life satisfaction in our model.

Our analysis shows that life satisfaction in China continues to be strongly influ-
enced by economic factors. Absolute income exerts a significant impact, but the
impact thereof weakens after income levels reach a certain stage. Suppose there are
two urban residents, one with an annual household income of CNY 30,000 and the
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other with an annual household income of CNY 80,000. Based onModel 6, life satis-
faction of the wealthier resident will be higher by 0.179 points, after controlling for
other factors. This gap narrows, however, as income levels increase. Life satisfaction
would only be 0.088 points higher for a resident with CNY 130,000 in total annual
household income than a resident with CNY 80,000. The significance of absolute
income to the life satisfaction of Chinese residents is typical to the context of a devel-
oping country with high economic growth rates. This also supports the idea proposed
by Diener and Biswas-Diener that the degree of social affluence is a moderating vari-
able between income and life satisfaction. Similarly, within a specific society, general
income levels moderate the effect of income on life satisfaction, which is why the
income effect is weaker among high-income groups.

In our analysis, relative income has a stronger influence than absolute income
on life satisfaction, which is consistent with the conclusions of existing Chinese
empirical studies (Luo 2009; Guan 2010; Liu et al. 2012). This also suggests that the
theoretical framework proposed by Easterlin can account for variation in life satisfac-
tion. Among the two factors we used to measure relative income, self-assessment of
one’s socio-economic status relative to one’s peers has a larger regression coefficient,
indicating that a sense of relative superiority can significantly increase life satisfac-
tion. InModel 6, after controlling for other variables, life satisfaction scores increase
for every step up in our five-tier socio-economic ranking system. For instance, life
satisfaction levels are 0.289 higher for those in the middle tier than those in the
lower-middle tier. In contrast, an increase in current income of one tier over past
income, for instance from “no change” to “slight change”, leads to a rise of only
0.231 in life satisfaction.

Our analysis has also highlighted the impact of social and environmental factors
on life satisfaction. After introducing relevant variables, the explanatory power of
our model increased by nearly 13%. Among factors related to social security, satis-
faction with old-age insurance had a larger regression coefficient than satisfaction
with health insurance. This indicates that the former has a larger impact on overall
life satisfaction, suggesting that financial security during retirement is a pertinent
livelihood security issue for urban residents. Opinions on income equity also have
a significant impact on life satisfaction. Suppose Resident A believes that income
distribution is highly unfair, while Resident B believes that it is relatively fair. All
other factors being equal, life satisfaction would be 0.306 points higher for Resident
B. In addition, one’s appraisal of government housing policies has the greatest impact
on life satisfaction among all the indicators measuring the quality of public services.

As environmental issues, for instance haze and polluted tap water, become more
widespread, public attention has turned towards environmental quality. Our model
indicates that satisfaction with the living environment has a significant impact on
life satisfaction. All other factors being equal, life satisfaction for a resident who is
highly satisfied with their local environment (for instance, a score of 9 points) would
be 1.204 points higher than a resident who is distressed with the local environmental
quality (for instance, a score of 2 points).
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Table 6.4 Decomposition model for environmental satisfaction (linear regression model)

Independent
variable

Mean Regression model Independent
variable

Mean Regression model

Noise
pollution

2.703
(0.926)

0.266 ***
(0.029)

Poor local
sanitation

2.767
(0.817)

0.915 ***
(0.032)

Air pollution 2.652
(0.908)

0.359 ***
(0.032)

Constants 1.426 ***
(0.091)

Water
pollution

2.824
(0.907)

0.222 ***
(0.029)

Sample size 5407 5407

Adjusted R2 0.365

Note Standard deviation is included in parentheses under mean values; robust standard errors for
relevant coefficients are included in parentheses under regression model values
*** p < 0.01

Based on the survey data, our chapter takes a closer look at residents’ satisfaction
with local environmental conditions. Before asking respondents to rate their satisfac-
tion with environmental quality, the CGSS 2013 asked them to rate environmental
issues on a four-point scale, including noise pollution, air pollution, water pollution,
and the cleanliness of their local residential area. A score of 1 meant that the issue
was “very severe”, 2 meant “quite severe”, 3 meant “not very severe”, while 4 meant
that the issue was non-existent. As shown in Table 6.4, air pollution was reported as
the most serious issue (average score of 2.652), with 39% of respondents considering
it to be “very severe” or “quite severe”. This is closely followed by noise pollution,
with an average score of 2.703.

Our chapter uses four environmental pollution indicators as independent vari-
ables to construct a regression model for environmental satisfaction. The results of
our model show that these four selected indicators each have a significant impact,
allowing ourmodel to explain 36.5% of variation in environmental satisfaction. Resi-
dents’ appraisal of the cleanliness of their local environment turned out to have the
strongest impact. After controlling for other variables, a belief that local sanitation
is not a severe issue increases environmental satisfaction levels by 1.83 points. This
is followed by appraisals of air quality, where environmental satisfaction increases
by 0.718 points for residents who believe that air pollution is “not very severe”. Our
empirical analysis underscores the importance of regular urban sanitation and air
quality in improving the happiness and life satisfaction of residents.

6.5 Conclusion and Discussion

Our chapter has constructed a framework for analyzing the factors underlying life
satisfaction before conducting an empirical analysis of the life satisfaction of urban
residents. We first proposed that a framework for analyzing life satisfaction should
include economic, social, environmental and individual quality of life factors. Such
a framework would incorporate the material conditions necessary to sustain daily
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life, as well as variables related to the external environment and the pressures of life
faced by an individual, thus allow us to more comprehensively survey the factors
that affect life satisfaction.

Empirical analysis then allows us to understand trends of change in the life satis-
faction of urban residents, while also verifying the validity and robustness of our
analytical framework. Our study showed that the average urban resident was quite
satisfied with life (average score of 6.84). Further empirical analysis then reveals
that both absolute and relative income had a significant impact on life satisfaction.
Among the two variables for relative income, income levels compared with one’s
peers had a stronger impact.

Our analysis has also incorporated social and environmental factors. Social factors
are measured through the level of social security, level of social equity, and quality
of public services, each of which have a significant impact on the life satisfac-
tion of urban residents. Meanwhile, the greater public attention on environmental
issues is reflected in our analysis, which shows that greater satisfaction with local
environmental conditions is significantly correlated with greater overall life satis-
faction. A more detailed analysis then found that, out of four environmental indi-
cators, levels of local sanitation and air quality have the greatest impact on envi-
ronmental satisfaction. Individual quality-of-life factors, as measured by pressures
arising frommedical expenses and family members’ unemployment are significantly
and negatively correlated with life satisfaction.

Our analysis also found that, despite the importance of income to life satisfaction,
money alone does not lead to happiness. The social security system, income distri-
bution, and environmental quality are significantly correlated with life satisfaction.
As China’s economy continues to develop, people will come to demand a greater
quality of life after their basic needs are fully met. Such demands will include safe
food products, clean air, quality education, and a clean government. These demands
require the government to replace the “GDPat all costs”modelwith a people-oriented
development model. After all, continued support by the people requires progress in
relevant institutions and policies, which are necessary for sustaining upward trends
in life satisfaction. Whether or not the “turning point” of the Easterlin paradox can
be successfully navigated represents a major challenge for China’s socio-economic
development.

As Premier Li Keqiang pointed out in his government work report at the Third
Session of the Twelfth National People’s Congress, “developing a tightly woven and
sturdy safety net to secure and improve living standards” requires “put[ting] people
first”.6

Our study finds four policy implications.
Firstly, policy should seek to sustain growth in real incomes, as well as focus on

increasing the incomes of less affluent social groups, which would greatly enhance
their life satisfaction.

Secondly, satisfaction with life and government policies can be raised by
enhancing livelihood security. This can be achieved through improvements to existing

6 https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/2015-03/17/content_19834004_2.htm.

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/2015-03/17/content_19834004_2.htm
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social security systems, such as housing security, and old-age and health insurance,
greater government efficiency, and better public services.

Thirdly, there should be greater reforms to income distribution systems. More
equitable income distribution would lead to a greater sense of income equity and
confidence in life.

Fourthly, environmental governance should be an important part of the govern-
ment agenda. The government should focus on environmental issues of public
concern, strengthen relevant enforcement efforts, and promote the development of a
circular economy, in order to achieve sustainable growth in national wellbeing.

The results of our analysis also bear implications for further research on sustain-
able consumption. For example, Easterlin and Veenhoven both argue that when a
country or individual reaches a certain level of material wealth, an increase in income
does not necessarily lead to an increase in subjective wellbeing. Empirical analysis
has also shown that material conditions are not the most important underlying factors
for either happiness or life satisfaction. Therefore, sustained growth in consumption
will not lead to significant increases in subjective wellbeing. In contrast, sustainable
consumption practices will lead to greater subjective wellbeing through richer inner
experiences and sense of accomplishment. This ensures the legitimacy of sustain-
able consumption practices and principles: lower consumption levels or changes in
consumption patterns are desirable if they result in lower environmental harmwithout
sacrificing subjective wellbeing.

This justifies government efforts to encourage green consumption, which will not
only enhance ecological balance, but also drive economic growth by popularizing
new forms of consumption.During this process, government should strive to create an
external environment that encourages the adoption of green consumption practices.
Government efforts in this respect should include improvements to infrastructure,
enhancements to the quality and administration of public services, and stronger envi-
ronmental governance, which also happen to have a strong influence on subjective
wellbeing. Research has also shown that continual satisfaction of ever greater mate-
rial desires does not lead to happiness. Instead of lifestyles that emphasize excessive,
conspicuous consumption, people should focus more on the quality of life, including
a sound work-life balance, good psychological and physical health, and enjoying the
sense of achievement that comes from work.

Of course, our research is still lacking in many respects. Because of the limited
range of our data, our model does not include certain relevant objective indicators,
as well as data on regarding how respondents spend their time. Our model may
also be extended in future research, both horizontally and vertically. With regards
to a “vertical” extension, panel data or multi-year cross-sectional data can be used
to investigate if socio-economic development and changes to demographic/income
structures have led to changes in the effects or mechanisms of economic, social,
environmental and individual quality of life factors. With regards to “horizontal”
extension, one may investigate if the impact of such factors is affected by reason
of gender, age, or level of educational attainment. For instance, life satisfaction for
the more highly educated may be less affected by economic factors but are more
influenced by the level of social equity.
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