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Executive Summary   
 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a social and economic overview of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) with a specific focus on gender. Given the size, diversity and complexity 
of the PRC, it was necessary to review the country as a whole, limiting the discussion of diversity 
to the rural/urban, and to a lesser extent, the coastal/interior differentials. Chapter 1 provides an 
economic and social overview of the PRC as a whole. Chapter 2 discusses the social position of 
women within the PRC covering social status, health, family planning, nutrition, literacy and 
education. Chapter 3 provides an assessment of the economic position of women and the impact 
of the economic reforms on women. Chapter 4 includes a summary of women and gender 
programs in the PRC, and bilateral and multilateral assistance in this area. Finally, Chapter 5 
summarizes the Bank’s operations and gender strategy for the PRC and their implications for the 
forward assistance program. 
  
  Women account for approximately 49 percent of the PRC’s population. Following 
the 1949 Revolution, equality for women in the PRC was officially viewed as legitimate, 
achievable and complementary to the goals of socialism. The impact of the Revolution, coupled 
with the economic reforms initiated in 1978, has resulted in a significant improvement in the 
overall standard of living. Household net income levels, both rural and urban have been 
improving steadily since 1978 as have education and health indicators, access to clean water and 
electrification rates. 
 

 The economic reforms have had both positive and negative impacts on women. 
Women are capturing an increasing proportion of jobs in the non-State manufacturing sector, 
particularly in town and village enterprises and the Special Economic Zones. These jobs pay 
higher wages than either domestic or agricultural work, give women, especially young, single, 
women, the opportunity to gain skills and provide them with a greater degree of economic 
independence. Policies have been adopted which encourage increased private household 
production. This has resulted in increased self-employment and income-generating opportunities 
for rural women. 
 
  While the transition to a social market economy has had clear benefits for 
women, there are indications that the adoption of market-oriented reforms has resulted in gender 
inequality. Women workers in the PRC are likely to be the first laid off and have restricted access 
to the more secure State-sector jobs. By 1993, women accounted for approximately 60 percent of 
the officially unemployed. Rural households now pay for many services that were once the 
responsibility of the collective, in particular education and childcare. This tends to have a more 
negative impact on women, particularly in poorer families. About 80 percent of the two million 
“new illiterates” each year are women. Women represent approximately 70 percent of all 
illiterates in the PRC. The rapid diversification of both on and off farm employment opportunities 
is also shifting the traditional division of labor between men and women. Many women, 
particularly older married women, are left tending the farm after the men find off-farm 
employment. While economic growth has improved the standard of living for many women, in 
general, women continue to be at a disadvantage when compared with men in accessing the 
benefits of the reform program.  
 

 The PRC has a commendable policy/legal framework in place to promote and 
protect the rights of women. The rights of women are entrenched in a variety of legislation 
covering marriage, compulsory education, inheritance, maternal and child health care, 



 
 
   
 
 

 

vii

employment and adoption. The body of law includes provisions that expressly prohibit (i) 
workplace violations or discrimination; (ii) violence and the abuse of women and girls; (iii) public 
humiliation of women; (iv) prostitution and the abduction and sale of women and children; and 
(v) selective abortion based on the sex of the fetus. 
 
  Despite the fact that the socialist system and the laws of the PRC consider women 
to be the equal of men, there remain a number of gender-based inequalities in the PRC. On 4 
September 1995, President Jiang Zemin stated that equality between men and women is a basic 
State policy. However, the All China Women’s Federation (ACWF) has noted that 
comprehensively implementing the State policy of equality between men and women is still a 
long-term task and will require considerably more publicity, education and promotion work. 
Obstacles remain which have prevented the full realization of equal rights for women with 
respect to their participation in political and government affairs, employment, education, 
marriage and family situations. Analysis of male:female wage differentials indicates that there is 
an unexplained wage gap, after accounting for differences in education and experience, of about 
10 percent. 
 

 Population growth has been a key issue facing the Government. Life expectancy 
in the PRC has increased from 48 in 1960 to 71 in 1996. The under-five mortality rate fell from 209 
per 1,000 live births in 1960 to 47 by 1995. Even though the birth rate in the PRC has fallen to 
replacement levels the population will continue to grow, probably for the next 50-60 years. 
Recognizing the implications of uncontrolled population growth, the Government in 1978-1979 
introduced the family planning policy which encourages “one child for one family”. The policy 
has been controversial in some donor countries. However, together with improved school 
enrollment and increased female participation in the labor force, this policy has achieved the 
desired effect of decreasing the birth rate to replacement level. 
  
  There have been some adverse side effects of the Government’s population 
policies. In addition to the change in family structure, there has been an exacerbation of the 
deeply ingrained cultural preference for sons. The statistical norm for the male:female birth ratio 
ranges from 105 to 107 males born for each 100 females. This ratio has been distorted in the PRC 
since the early 1980s. By October 1995, there were 116 boys aged 0 for every 100 girls1. To address 
the problem, the Government has passed legislation, which criminalizes infanticide, 
abandonment of children and selective abortion based on gender. Both the Family Planning 
Association and the ACWF conduct out regular public service campaigns designed to increase 
awareness of the value of girl children. 
 

 Since 1949, the PRC’s achievements in maternal, reproductive and child 
health have been remarkable and by the 1980s, mortality rates in the PRC were similar 
to those of middle-income countries. Significant achievements in mortality and 
morbidity have been achieved with limited resources by (i) controlling infectious 
diseases; (ii) improving sanitation; (iii) improving access to and quality of food; (iv) 
expanding maternal and health care services; (v) introducing safer delivery practices; 
and (vi) increasing women’s literacy. While improvements in health care have been 
impressive, there remain vast differences in both availability and quality of health 
services between urban and rural communities. 
 
                                                
1  State Statistical Yearbook. 1996. Table 3-5 Population by Age and Sex, page 72. 
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 By 1996, girls accounted for 47.5 percent of primary school enrollments. There 
have been improvements in the levels of education attained by daughters as compared to their 
mothers. On average, women in the PRC have about 2.2 years less education than men although 
this is lower in urban areas, wherein the figure is closer to 1.8 years less education. Women 
continue to account for a majority of illiterate people in the PRC however, and almost 31 percent 
of women are classified as illiterate or semi-literate. 
 
  The Government recognizes and respects the principle of sexual equality 
affirmed in the United Nations Charter and believes that the key to achieving sexual equality is to 
enable women to take part in development as the equal of men. The focal point of the 
Government’s gender initiatives is the ACWF. Women’s issues are also being addressed by 
women’s units and bureaus within the Government, the Communist Party and trade unions. 
Women’s studies programs are being introduced in universities and institutes and many 
organizations have women’s research units. 
 

 Bilateral and multilateral agencies are helping to address women’s issues in the 
PRC. The UNDP is compiling a Compendium of Gender and Development Projects Supported by 
International Donors. Many programs focus on poverty alleviation, women’s health and 
education, and training. Donors are becoming increasingly involved in program areas such as 
microcredit, multisector projects, assistance to women in agriculture, sexually transmitted disease 
and drug addiction prevention, collection of gender disaggregated information and legal issues. 
 
  The Bank’s Country Operational Strategy  (COS) for the PRC was finalized in 
May 1997. The strategy emphasizes three broad objectives: (i) improving economic efficiency; (ii) 
promoting economic growth to reduce poverty in inland provinces; and (iii) enhancing 
environmental protection and natural resources management. 
 

 The Bank’s COS recognizes the need to address emerging social concerns such as 
unemployment and poverty with particular attention to the impact on women and vulnerable 
groups. However, the Government’s external debt management policy limits foreign borrowing 
to concessional sources for projects in the social sectors. Given the PRC’s lack of access to the 
Asian Development Fund (ADF), the Bank has experienced difficulty in deepening its 
involvement in the social sectors. This has limited the opportunity for the Bank to design and 
implement interventions aimed specifically at women. However, gender issues will continue to 
be considered in all aspects of the Bank’s lending and technical assistance programs. Specific 
gender concerns will be identified through the conduct of social impact assessments for loan 
projects, with particular emphasis on those projects located in minority and poverty areas. The 
special needs of women will be considered while developing resettlement action plans and 
enterprise restructuring programs. 
 
  Overall, the Bank’s gender strategy for the PRC is to assess the likely impacts of 
the PRC Country Assistance Program on women and build appropriate mitigating measures into 
the program design to ensure that negative impacts will not be disproportionately borne by 
women. The Bank will continue to monitor the policy developments that may have an impact on 
the status of women and to ensure that gender considerations are incorporated into the design of 
lending and TA projects that have a direct impact on beneficiaries. Particular attention will be 
paid to those projects with focus on state-owned enterprise reforms and the town and village 
enterprise sector. The Bank will continue to monitor interventions of other multilateral and 
bilateral agencies and institutions in order to explore scope for potential collaboration. 
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Chapter 1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
  With a population of 1.2 billion people and a land area of 9.6 million square 
kilometers, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is the largest country in the world in population 
and the third largest in area (see Map 1). The PRC is also a land of contrast. The 21 provinces, five 
autonomous regions, four autonomous municipalities and one special administrative region 
include geography ranging from coastal lowlands to some of the highest mountain peaks in the 
world; from tropical rainforests to arid deserts. PRC’s climate is sub-tropical in the south, arid in 
the northwest and monsoonal in the east. The country is susceptible to floods, droughts, typhoons 
and earthquakes. The PRC has one of the oldest cultures in the world, with considerable linguistic 
and ethnic diversity. The purpose of this paper is to provide a social and economic overview of 
the PRC with a specific focus on gender. Given the size, diversity and complexity of the PRC, it 
has been necessary to review the country as a whole, limiting the discussion of diversity to the 
rural/urban and to a lesser extent the coastal/interior differentials. 
 

 This report consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an economic and social 
overview of the PRC as a whole. Chapter 2 discusses the social position of women within the 
PRC, covering social status, health, family planning, nutrition issues, literacy, education and 
training. Chapter 3 provides an assessment of the economic position of women and the impact of 
the economic reforms on women. Chapter 4 includes a summary of women and gender programs 
in the PRC and bilateral and multilateral assistance in this area. Finally, Chapter 5 summarizes 
the Bank’s gender strategy for the PRC and its implications for the forward assistance program. 
 
  Despite the fact that the socialist system and the laws of the PRC consider women 
to be the equal of men, there remain a number of gender-based inequalities in the PRC. 
Government policies reflect a dichotomy, on the one hand stressing gender equality but on the 
other, calling for women to recognize the “natural” differences between men and women. On 
4 September 1995, President Jiang Zemin stated that equality between men and women is a basic 
State policy to promote social development. However, the All China Women’s Federation 
(ACWF) has noted that comprehensively implementing the State policy of equality between men 
and women is still a long-term task and will require considerably more publicity, education and 
promotional work.  Due to deep-rooted cultural factors, there has been a degree of resistance to 
social change, particularly in the rural areas.  Obstacles remain which have prevented the full 
realization of equal rights for women with respect to their participation in political and 
government affairs, employment, education as well as marriage and family situations.2 
 
  Efforts to analyze disparities between men and women in PRC are often 
hampered by the lack of disaggregated gender information.  While some data are available on the 
national and provincial levels, the data is incomplete and often not available consistently year by 
year. The January 1997 census collected information by gender. It is expected that the results of 
this census will be available towards the end of 1998. 
 

                                                
2  Information Office of the State Council. 1994. Situation of Chinese Women. Beijing. 
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A. Economic Overview of the PRC3 
 
 1. Economic Summary 
 
  The PRC’s macroeconomic performance has been outstanding. A summary of 
Selected Macroeconomic indicators is given in Table 1. The average real growth rate of gross 
domestic product (GDP) has been one of the highest in the world. There have been huge inflows 
of foreign direct investment, international trade has grown rapidly, foreign reserves have 
increased and debt service capacity is high. The rapid economic growth has been accompanied by 
structural transformations with many of the distortions under the former planned economy being 
eliminated or reduced. Economic agents increasingly make decisions based on market signals. A 
vibrant non-State sector, now accounting for more than half of the industrial output and two-
thirds of GDP, has emerged to compete with the State sector. The economy has also become more 
open and integrated with the rest of the world through the rapid increase in trade and 
investment. Even in 1998, a year of unprecedented economic crisis in most of Asia, the PRC’s 
economy continued its robust economic performance. Real GDP grew by 7.2 percent during the 
nine-month period ending 30 September 1998 and real gross industrial output increased by 8.0 
percent during the same period.  
 

Table 1: Selected Macroeconomic Indicators 
 

 Source: State Statistical Yearbook 1997 and Staff Estimates.  
 
  In the absence of well-developed institutions and instruments for efficient 
macroeconomic management, the high growth rate has put pressure on macroeconomic balances, 
and has resulted in cycles of excessive expansion and austerity. The macroeconomic management 
is currently constrained by the incomplete reforms in the interrelated monetary, financial, fiscal 
and industrial sectors. Completing the reforms in these areas is essential to complete the 
transition to a market economy. 
 

                                                
3  This section presents a brief overview of the PRC economy. For a more thorough analysis of the 

economic conditions present in the PRC, refer to Asian Development Bank (ADB). 1997. Country 
Economic Review, People’s Republic of China and Country Operational Strategy Study, People’s Republic 
of China. Manila. 

Indicators 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997
(annual percentage change)

Real Gross Domestic Product 3.8 9.3 14.2 13.5 12.5 10.5 9.6 8.8
Real Gross Industrial Output 3.2 13.9 21.0 20.0 18.4 13.9 12.1 10.8
Real Investment 5.7 16.7 28.2 55.7 24.0 26.9 11.9 8.3
Retail Prices 2.1 2.9 5.4 13.2 21.7 14.8 6.1 0.8
Broad Money 28.0 26.5 31.3 31.2 34.5 29.5 25.3 19.6
Trade Balance ($ billion) 9.2 8.7 5.2 -10.7 7.3 18.1 19.6 46.6

(in percent of GDP)
Gross Domestic Investment 35.2 34.8 36.2 43.3 41.2 40.8 39.6 38.2
Gross National Savings 38.9 39.4 40.2 41.5 41.6 39.3 38.0 38.6
Currenty Account Balance 3.1 3.3 1.3 -2.0 1.4 0.2 0.9 3.3
State Budgetary Balance -0.8 -1.1 1.0 -0.8 -1.2 -1.0 -0.8 -0.7
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2. Status of Reforms 
 
  The economic reform program has progressed well across most sectors of the 
economy and significantly advanced integration with the world economy. In the financial sector, 
the role of the central bank in conducting monetary policy has improved, the legal and regulatory 
frameworks have been strengthened during the 1990s and steps were taken in 1998 to strengthen 
the banking system. These developments have provided improved oversight of speculative or 
unethical behavior in the financial and real estate markets. The Government is continuing to 
address governance issues as reflected in the efforts designed to reform the civil service, the 
number of new laws passed during 1996 and 1997 and the number of corruption cases brought 
before the courts. Reform of the State-owned enterprises (SOEs), however, progressed slowly due 
to the social cost of laying off the estimated 23 million surplus workers. The SOE reforms will 
gather momentum only after an alternative social safety net to that provided under the planned 
economic system has been established. During the Fifteenth Party Congress convened in Beijing 
in September 1997 and the Ninth National People’s Congress in March 1998, the Government 
announced a sweeping SOE reform program, setting the year 2000 as the target date for 
resolution of the problem. 
 
  The Government is aiming to improve the efficiency of SOEs through reforms in 
the administrative management, financial management and regulation of the enterprises. The 
Ninth Five-Year Plan states that SOEs should declare bankruptcy if their liabilities exceed their 
assets, if long-term losses are incurred, and if the enterprise cannot compete effectively in the 
market. The Government took an important step towards minimizing government involvement in 
enterprise management by reducing the number of ministries by 11 in 1998. The Government 
recognizes that changes in organizational arrangements will require continuing reforms with 
respect to: (i) the legal framework under which SOEs operate; (ii) the systems and regulations 
governing relations between the Government and SOEs; and (iii) the diversification of ownership.  
Improving the policy environment to increase SOE efficiency will involve financial sector 
reforms, trade reforms, social security reforms and competition policy. The largely completed 
price reforms and the introduction of profit retention, corporate income tax and the financing of 
capital investments through debt have played an important role in improving SOE efficiency. 
 
  Economic reforms in the PRC have reached a point where social security reform 
is an important step needed to facilitate labor mobility, and to support progress of economic 
reforms in other sectors of the economy. A difficult issue pertaining to SOE reform is that of 
removing the burden of social sector expenditures traditionally borne by the SOEs. These 
expenditures can constitute a significant part of the total cost of labor.4 The current pension 
system is now recognized as posing major constraints to further rapid economic growth in the 
PRC. It hinders the reform of SOEs and the economic development of the country. The system’s 
partial coverage means that a majority of PRC’s elderly people will have no pension when they 
retire. Only small pension reserves have been accumulated in most municipalities, and these 
reserves earn a low return. The present system also links social welfare with enterprise 
management. Enterprises contribute to workers pensions and administer the pension plans. There 
is no mechanism for workers who transfer to other enterprises or regions for work to take their 
pension contributions with them. As a result, the present system impedes labor mobility and fails 
to establish a “level playing field” in the economy as similar enterprises in two different 
provinces may pay widely different payroll taxes. 
                                                
4  For example, as a percentage of total SOE labor costs, housing accounts for 21 percent; education 1 

percent; pensions, 21 percent; and health, 9 percent. 
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  In addition to SOE, education and social security reforms, the Government is 
committed to reforms in the financial sector. In 1994, the State-owned banking sector was 
reorganized. Four commercial and two policy banks were established. Although the policy banks 
are relatively new and have limited capacity, it is expected that they will take over the policy 
lending obligations of the Government. Currently it is estimated that as much as 20 percent of 
commercial bank loans in the State sector are non-performing. In 1998, the Government issued 
bonds to raise the capital adequacy of the commercial banks to international standards and 
adopted a loan classification system in accordance with international banking norms. In addition 
to improving the banking sectors, the Government is committed to reforms in the capital markets 
and non-bank financial institution sector and to strengthening the legal and regulatory 
framework under which the financial sector operates. 
 
  The Government is well aware of the problems in the financial sector. To address 
these problems the PRC needs to: (i) develop expertise in the use of indirect instruments of 
monetary policy; (ii) strengthen the regulatory framework for banks, non-bank financial 
institutions and capital markets; (iii) establish a commercial banking sector in which lending 
decisions reflect a market assessment of risk; (iv) intensify the development of capital markets, 
including the development of associated industries (e.g. domestic mutual funds, pension funds 
and the insurance industry); and (v) promote competition in the financial sector by removing 
institutional and policy barriers to new players. 
 
  Reform of the banking sector is clearly linked to SOE reform. In 1996, 
approximately 70 percent of SOEs were operating at a loss. A survey conducted in 1997 indicated 
that in 111 cities, 675 SOEs were declared bankrupt and closed and another 1,022 were merged. 
Because of the large number of redundant workers − estimated at about 23 million − the 
Government is expected to undertake enterprise reform in a manner that does not result in 
excessive social costs. The Fifteenth Party Congress and the Ninth National People’s Congress 
accorded high priority to enterprise reform. As a result, SOE reforms are expected to accelerate. 
Given the magnitude of the problems, it is likely to take about a decade before all of the risks to 
PRC’s continued good economic performance posed by the problems in the financial and 
enterprise sectors are fully addressed.  
 

3. Women: Access to the Benefits of Economic Growth 
 
  Because of the new economic reforms, many new opportunities for women are 
being created in the rapidly growing economy. Both income levels and the standards of living for 
both men and women have been improving as a result of continuing GDP growth. Increased 
women’s participation in the growing economy has several dimensions. First, women are 
capturing an increasing proportion of jobs in the non-state manufacturing sector, particularly in 
town and village enterprises (TVEs) and in the Special Economic Zones. These jobs pay higher 
wages than either domestic or agricultural work and give women, especially young single 
women, the opportunity to gain skills and a greater degree of economic independence. Second, 
policies have been adopted which encourage an increase in private household production. This 
has created more self-employment and income-generating opportunities for many rural women. 
Third, the expansion of the services sector is providing significant new job opportunities for 
women. 
 
  While the transition to a social market economy has had many clear benefits for 
women, research indicates that the adoption of market-oriented reforms may have resulted in 
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some gender inequality.5 Women workers in the PRC are likely to be the first laid off and will 
have restricted access to the more secure State-sector jobs. While economic growth has improved 
the status of many women, in general, women continue to be at a disadvantage when compared 
with men in the labor market. 
 
  Almost 80 percent of Chinese women live in rural areas and the degree to which 
these women have benefited from economic growth depends primarily on regional location, the 
labor and material resources of the household and the distribution of resources and rewards 
within the household. Rural women recognize that economic reforms have resulted in the 
household having a better standard of living with greater control over the production processes 
and more flexibility. However, their daily routine is becoming more and more demanding. 
 
  Rural households now pay for many services that were once the responsibility of 
the collective, in particular, education and childcare. This tends to have a more negative impact 
on women, particularly in poorer families. About 80 percent of the two million “new illiterates” 
each year are women and approximately 70 percent of all illiterates in the PRC are women, 
representing 31 percent of the total female population.6 Many girls leave school to work on the 
family farm and in factories in the urban areas and the export-processing zones. 
 
  On the farm, a majority of peasant women cultivate land and undertake a variety 
of economic activities ranging from vegetable and livestock production, handicrafts and the 
provision of services to the local community. At the outset of rural reforms, the most important 
farm resource − land − was distributed to individual households on a per capita basis. Women 
have access to a number of resources including credit, raw materials and machinery for 
agricultural production and processing. The resources, however, are scarce and recent data from 
rural villages suggest that it is more difficult for rural women, with little education or connections 
outside the village, to obtain formal access to credit and other resources.7  
 
  The rapid diversification of both on and off-farm opportunities for the rural 
population is shifting the traditional division of labor between men and women. Depending upon 
the type of non-agricultural employment available, it may be either the man or woman who 
leaves the farm. The division of labor, therefore, is no longer between the skilled and unskilled, 
lighter and heavier jobs, but rather between agricultural and non-agricultural occupations. Many 
women, particularly older married women, are left tending the farm after the men find off-farm 
employment. In 1985, almost half of the 200 million farm laborers were women. A 1992 study8 
indicated that in less than seven years this had risen to between 60 and 70 percent. 
 

                                                
5  Kerr, Joanna and Julie Delahaty with Kate Humbrage. 1997. Gender and Jobs in China’s New 

Economy. The North-South Institute. 
6  This represents a significant improvement since 1949, when as many as 90 percent of women in the 

PRC were illiterate. Information Office of the State Council. 1994. Situation of Chinese Women. 
Beijing. 

7  Croll, Elisabeth. 1997. Changing Identities of Chinese Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press. 

8  Xianfan, M. 1992. Rural Females in the Labor Force Transition in China’s Countryside. Paper delivered 
to the First International Women’s Conference. Beijing. 
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B. Social Overview of the PRC 
 
  The PRC has made commendable progress in improving key socioeconomic 
indicators and in reducing absolute poverty (see Table 2). Although classified as a low-income 
country, the PRC has made significant improvements in health, education and nutrition. Most 
socioeconomic performance indicators improved during 1990-1997. Despite the tighter fiscal 
conditions, the expenditure for education and health increased from 20.9 percent of total 
expenditures in 1991 to 22.5 percent in 1996, although much of the increased expenditure is still 
focused on the urban areas. The increase in education expenditures has been reflected in an 
increase in school enrollment rates. The performance of the PRC in these areas is comparable with 
most middle-income countries. 9 
 

Table 2: Social and Demographic Indicators 
 

Sources: World Bank, Social Indicators of Development; FAO, Production, 1991; and State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 

                                                
9 Health and education as a percentage of total expenditures for Indonesia were 14.3 percent; 

Malaysia, 25.1 percent; Philippines, 16.3 percent; Republic of Korea, 15.4 percent; Singapore, 24.5 
percent; and Taipei,China, 12.8 percent. 

Categories Unit 1975 1985 1990 Latest Year
General

Area '000 square km 9,561 9,561 9,561 9,561 1996
   Arable Land '000 square km 4,123 ... ... 5,369 1996
GDP per capita $ 180 266 313 748 1997
Population below poverty line percent 33 20 ... 5 1996
Persons receiving relief funds percent ... 3.9 2.9 2.5 1996

Population characteristics
Population million 924 1,059 1,143 1,237 1997
Population density per square km 97 111 120 129 1996
Life expectancy at birth years 65 69 69 71 1996
   Female ... 70 70 73 1996
   Male ... 68 67 69 1996
Urban population percent 17 24 26 29 1996

Labor force
Total labor force millions 381 499 567 630 1996
Females in labor force percent 42 ... ... 55 ...
Labor force participation rate percent 53 ... ... 60 ...

Health and nutrition
Population per physician 1,053 749 648 1,063 1996
Population per hospital bed 578 474 435 427 1996
Daily calorie supply calories per person 2,074 ... ... 2,639 ...
Daily protein supply grams per person 49 ... ... 63 ...

School enrollment rate
Elementary percent ... 96.0 97.8 98.4 1994
Junior Middle percent ... 68.4 74.6 86.6 1994
Senior Middle percent ... 41.7 40.6 46.4 1994



 
 
   
 

 

7

  A weakening of the social safety net and the increase in relative poverty, which 
are transitional by-products of economic reform, have become important policy concerns.  Since 
1991, the problem of underemployed labor has become increasingly recognized despite the rapid 
economic growth. There is significant surplus labor in the SOEs, estimated at 23 million, and in 
rural areas (estimated at 170 million). The labor market is also characterized by wage and factor 
rigidities. 
 
  Urban and rural living conditions have improved during the 1990s (see Table 3). 
The improved quality of life, following the introduction of reforms, is reflected in the Engel Index, 
the ratio of expenditures on food to total expenditures on consumption.  Between 1980 and 1984, 
the ratio fluctuated between 56.5 and 59.5 percent.  Between 1985 and 1989 the ratio decreased to 
an average of 52.5 percent reflecting the diminishing proportion of income being spent on the 
basic necessities such as food and clothing.  The ratio fell below the 50 percent level during the 
period 1990-1996, when it averaged 49.9 percent, reflecting the higher levels of income and the 
increasingly modern consumer lifestyle of the population. 
 

Table 3: Annual Income and Expenditure in Urban and Rural Areas (1991-1996) 
(yuan per person) 

 

Source: State Statistical Bureau, International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
 

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Urban per capita income 1,713.1 2,031.5 2,583.2 3,502.3 4,290.0 4,844.8
Living expenditures 1,453.8 1,671.7 2,110.8 2,851.8 3,539.6 3,919.5

including: Food 782.5 881.8 1,058.2 1,426.3 1,366.0 1,904.7
Clothing and daily use articles 339.4 402.6 547.1 734.5 854.1 915.8
Cultural and recreational activities 70.0 71.0 70.2 84.4 234.8 285.1
Rent, water and electricity 48.4 57.2 76.6 105.6 109.4 151.2

Urban per capita net income 259.3 359.8 472.4 650.5 750.4 925.3

Rural per capita income 708.6 784.0 921.6 1,221.0 1,578.0 1,926.0
including: Household operations (net) 523.6 561.6 678.5 881.9 1,125.8 1,362.4

Reward Income 151.9 184.4 194.5 263.0 353.7 450.8
Other 61.1 52.5 55.3 70.3 98.5 112.8

Expenditures (living expenses) 619.8 659.0 769.7 1,016.8 1,310.4 1,581.5
including: Food 357.1 379.3 446.8 598.5 768.2 894.9

Clothing 61.1 52.5 55.3 70.3 89.8 113.8
Residence 102.0 104.9 106.8 142.3 182.2 218.2
Other 109.7 122.3 160.7 205.7 270.2 353.7

Rural per capita net income 88.8 125.0 151.9 204.2 267.6 344.5

Gap between urban and rural net income 170.5 234.8 320.5 446.3 482.8 580.8
Rural as a percentage of urban net income 34.2 34.7 32.2 31.4 35.7 37.2

Memorandum items: (Annual Percentage Change)
Real urban per capita income 7.0 9.2 9.5 8.5 4.9 3.8
Real urban per capita expenditure 8.2 5.9 8.8 8.1 6.3 1.8
Real rural per capita income 0.9 5.7 3.4 7.4 5.3 9.0
Real rural per capita expenditure 3.6 1.6 2.7 7.1 6.2 11.9

(As Percent of Income)
Urban per capita savings 15.1 17.7 18.3 18.6 17.5 19.1
Rural per capita savings 12.5 15.9 16.5 16.7 16.9 17.9
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  The PRC’s population increased from 705 million in 1964 to 1,236.7 million at the 
end of 1997. The population increase is a major concern to the Government. The population 
growth rate has slowed significantly since the early 1970s because of the decline in fertility rates, 
which fell from 3.8 births per women in 1975 to 1.4 in 1996. The decline in the population growth 
rates reflects the introduction of the one-child policy and government-sponsored family planning. 
Of the total population, 359.5 million lived in urban areas, while 864.4 million (70.6 percent of the 
total population), lived in rural areas. The average size of the household was 3.7 persons. 
   

1. Ethnic Diversity 
 
  The 55 designated ethnic minorities constitute almost 9 percent of PRC’s total 
population.  While many provinces have a minority population, the proportion of minorities to 
Han population is highest in Guizhou, Yunnan and Qinghai Provinces (see Map 1). In addition, 
there are five minority autonomous regions: Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Guangxi, Ningxia and 
Tibet. Most minority groups reside in areas they have traditionally inhabited, many of which are 
mountainous and remote. Very few national minority counties are located on or near the coast 
(see Map 2). Although minorities represent only 9 percent of the population, of the 839 national 
and provincial poverty counties 341, or 40 percent, are in national minority areas. 
 
  A common feature of minority areas is that they are less accessible and less 
productive, although often rich in natural resources.  In past centuries, political and economic 
control was less established in minority areas, which were and remain, predominantly rural. Prior 
to the 1949 Revolution, the minorities generally had low standards of living, poor 
communications, low productivity and very few modern facilities or social services. 
  
  Following the Revolution, the Government adopted a policy of ethnic equality in 
which all nationalities are legally and constitutionally equal. Positive discrimination in favor of 
the minority nationalities was considered necessary to ensure that the goals of equality were 
achieved. In support of its policies, the Government clarified, enumerated and mapped the 
identity of ethnic groups. Nationalities (minzu) were defined as having common language, 
territory, economic bases, tradition and “psychological sentiment”. Han constitutes the dominant 
minzu in the PRC. Some minzu (Mongol and Manchu for example) have become assimilated into 
the Han language and cultural traditions, but are still recognized as minzu due to their distinct 
ethnic origins.  
 
  Non-Han nationalities were officially registered during the 1950s in a systematic 
process of research, interpretation and discussion with minority group representatives. By 1957, 
the Government had recorded more than 20 minzu. In 1979, 54 minority nationalities were 
officially recognized by the Government. Once a minzu has been granted official recognition, the 
group selects representatives to government bodies. A total of 30 Autonomous Prefectures and 
122 Autonomous Counties have been established. Nationality Autonomous areas have 
representation in the Government. Between 1950 and 1997 the number of minority cadres 
increased from 10,000 to almost 2.4 million. Among the cadre working at the state level, 24 of the 
55 ethnic minorities are represented. 
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  The 1954 Constitution specified mechanisms for exercising autonomy, including 
financial autonomy, in the autonomous areas. Although the 1974 amendments to the Constitution 
reduced the financial autonomy of the areas, these powers were restored in 1978. In 1980, the 
State Council granted a certain degree of budgetary independence to national minority areas. The 
Nationalities Law of 1984 further strengthened autonomy in budgeting, economy and education.  
 
  The Government recognizes the difficulties faced by the ethnic minorities.  PRC’s 
minority policy provides for preferential treatment in marriage, family planning, university 
admission, and employment. The Government has introduced programs to provide low interest 
loans, subsidies, and special development funds for national minority areas. These development 
policies have helped to improve minority living standards, particularly in health and education 
(see Table 4), with significant improvements being realized in the provision of health and 
education services. Income levels, however, in many minority areas still remain well below the 
national average. 
 
  In the area of education, the Government has adopted policies responsive to 
minority concerns.  In many areas with a significant minority population, a two-track school 
system has been adopted using either standard Chinese or the local minority language.  Students 
can choose which system to attend. While this system helps minorities to retain their language 
and culture, students who obtain their primary and secondary education in a local minority 
language tend to have more difficulty integrating into the advanced education institutes and 
consequently end up having more limited employment opportunities.  
 
  A system of regional autonomy for minority nationalities has been established to 
enable the ethnic minorities to enjoy rights similar to those of the Han majority.  In addition, it has 
been a Communist Party policy to actively engage ethnic minorities within the cadre structure. 
 

Table 4: Socioeconomic Indicators for National Minority Areas 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  Economic and social development in national minority areas has improved 
significantly since 1949. Commercial focus on the eastern seaboard since the 1980s, however, has 
resulted in these areas developing faster than many of the minority areas in the north and 
southwest of the PRC. The economies of minority areas have developed more slowly than the 

Categories Unit 1978 1985 1990 1996
Gross output value of

Agriculture and industry 100 million yuan 367.7 1,208.3 2,272.8 6,857.7
Public health

Number of beds '000 units 253.5 314.1 359.4 370.2
Number of medical personnel '000 persons 279.4 423.7 488.7 579.7

Minority students enrolled
Higher education institutions '000 persons 36.0 94.1 136.7 196.8
Secondary schools '000 persons 2,526.2 2,361.0 3,128.1 4,248.3
Primary schools '000 persons 7,685.6 9,548.1 10,695.2 12,510.7

Minority teachers
Higher education institutions '000 persons 5.9 12.8 17.5 22.0
Secondary schools '000 persons 116.9 140.3 197.8 269.8
Primary schools '000 persons 310.2 397.8 458.7 515.5
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national average. Minority people have generally remained in the agriculture sector and have 
been slower to move into industrial work. 
 
 2. Urban, Rural and Regional Variations 
 
  Despite the PRC’s impressive economic performance, growth has not been 
shared equally among the regions. The predominantly urban regions on the coast have grown 
faster than the regions in the interior. Interior regions have been disadvantaged by limited 
investment, inadequate infrastructure and limited market linkages. These interior areas are also 
disadvantaged by the relatively slower implementation of economic reforms, weaker institutional 
capacity and limited financial resources available to local governments.  While such inequalities 
existed prior to reforms, regional differences have increased since the mid-1980s.   
 
  The relationship between average per capita urban and rural net incomes (i.e. per 
capita income less expenditure) is illustrated in Figure 1. Between 1991 and 1996, urban per capita 
net income increased slightly less (29.3 percent per annum) than rural per capita net income (31.3 
percent per annum). The economic reforms of the early 1990s tended to favor urban residents and 
the ratio of rural to urban incomes fell to 31.4 percent in 1994. In 1995 and 1996 agricultural 
pricing and other rural reforms had a significant positive impact on rural incomes. By 1996, rural 
per capita net incomes had risen to just over 37 percent of urban per capita net incomes.  
 

Figure 1: Analysis of Per Capita Net Income 
 

Source: State Statistical Bureau, IMF. 
 
 
  The PRC’s rural-urban gap is large by international standards. Data for thirty-six 
countries show that urban incomes rarely are more than twice the rural incomes; in most 
countries rural incomes are 66 percent or more of urban incomes (Yang and Zhou 1996)10. 
However, in 1996, urban incomes in the PRC were estimated at approximately Y4,845 per person, 
or about 2.5 times the rural level of Y1,926. Market-based reforms coupled with more liberal 
policies towards the movement of labor from one region to another have increased the migration 
from rural to urban areas as people seek better economic opportunities. The rise in urban 
unemployment has coincided with the dismantling of social safety mechanisms that had been 

                                                
10  World Bank. 1997. China 2020: Disparities in China: Sharing Rising Incomes. Washington, DC 
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established on a collective basis. While urban poverty is increasing, poverty in the PRC is still 
largely a rural phenomenon.   
 
  Reflecting the widening of the absolute gap between rural and urban incomes, 
the PRC’s Gini coefficient11 rose from 0.38 in 1988 to 0.48 in 1996. The main cause for the 
widening rural-urban gap has been the relatively faster growth of the coastal regions. While the 
increase in the Gini coefficient was marginal in rural areas (from 0.32 in 1978 to 0.36 in 1996), it 
was larger in urban areas (from 0.16 in 1980 to 0.30 in 1996). The increase in PRC’s Gini coefficient 
has been the largest of all countries for which comparable data are available. Such a large change 
is unusual even taking into consideration the deep structural transformation during the period.   
 
  Rapid economic growth has made a major contribution to the reduction of 
poverty from approximately 83 million people living below the poverty line in 1990 to about 55 
million in 1997.12 The absolute poor are largely concentrated in the remote mountainous rural 
areas in the inland provinces. Promoting rapid, efficient economic growth in the poor inland 
provinces is a major challenge and requires: (i) developing infrastructure and improving access to 
credit in the less-developed inland regions and creating better incentives for investment in these 
areas; (ii) developing an effective system of intergovernmental fiscal transfers to support the 
development of poorer regions; (iii) tackling the problem of underemployment in rural areas and 
growing unemployment in urban areas as a result of the new entrants into the labor market and 
the reforms in the SOE and agriculture sectors; (iv) increasing agricultural production; (v) 
providing better social services in poorer regions where health and education need improvement; 
and (vi) formulating innovative and targeted responses to address absolute poverty. The 
Government’s Eight-Seven Program, approved in July 1993 and currently being implemented, 
was introduced to raise 80 million rural poor from absolute poverty over a seven-year period 
(from 1994-2000) through targeted interventions. The program is designed to raise the 
agricultural output of the absolute poor located in remote, resource-poor, upland regions, deserts, 
the Yellow Plateau and in the flood-prone areas along the Yellow River. 
 
 

                                                
11  The Gini coefficient is an index for measuring inequality in the distribution of income.  The index 

ranges from 0 (the community’s income is equally distributed among the population) to 1 (the 
entire community’s income belongs to one individual).  Thus, an increase in the Gini coefficient 
reflects an increase in the inequality of income distribution. 

12  In the PRC the poverty line is defined as the amount required to achieve a subsistence standard of 
living and, based on 1996 prices, has been set at Y580 household per capita income per annum. The 
World Bank in a recent study entitled “Poverty Reduction and the World Bank”, re-estimated the 
extent of poverty in various countries using an international benchmark of $1 per day per person. 
Based on these criteria, the PRC’s population living below the poverty line was estimated to be 
over 370 million. 
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Chapter 2.  SOCIAL POSITION OF WOMEN 
 
  Women account for approximately 49 percent of the PRC’s total population.  
Following the 1949 Revolution, equality for women in the PRC was officially viewed as 
legitimate, achievable and complementary to the goals of socialism. The impact of the Revolution, 
coupled with the economic reforms initiated in 1978, has resulted in significant improvements in 
the overall standard of living in the PRC as evidenced by increasing household incomes. A 
comparison of Gender Indicators for PRC and other regional countries and the US are provided 
in Table 5. 
 

Table 5: Gender-Sensitive Socioeconomic Indicators for Selected Member Countries 
 

Sources: UNDP Human Development Reports, 1995 and 1996. 
 
  While Government statements underline the progress towards equality, they also 
recognize that further progress is necessary to reach full equality for women. Specific problems 
include discrimination against women in employment and higher education; employment 
standards; health; level of political participation; inadequate knowledge of women’s legal rights; 
violence against women (including the abduction and trafficking of women); and weaknesses in 
the judicial system which are impeding the enforcement of legislation designed to protect women. 
 
A. Historical Perspective13 
 
  The Han Chinese have a five thousand-year history of which the modern era can 
be defined in three broad periods, the Republic (1911-1949), Post-Revolution (1949-1978) and 
Reform (1978-present). Prior to the 1949 Communist Revolution, society was structured following 
the teaching of Confucius. According to the Confucian Classics, the role of women was secondary 
to that of men. Women were to be passive and submissive and to acquiesce to the wishes of the 
men of the household. As one scholar of the pre-republic wrote: “Women’s place in the classical 
canon was not determined by the fiat of any supernatural force or piety, but rather by the 

                                                
13  This section has been based on Croll, Elisabeth. 1995. Changing Identities of Chinese Women. Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 

Republic 
Indicator PRC of Korea Malaysia Philippines Thailand Japan US
Women as a % of Men:

Life Expectancy 106 111 106 106 108 108 109
Literacy 79 97 86 99 95 100 100
Enrollment - Primary 95 100 100 99 100 100 100
Enrollment - Secondary 78 97 106 103 88 102 97
Enrollment - Tertiary 75 53 99 113 86 66 119
Economic Activity 81 52 55 44 77 64 65

Women as a % of Total
Women in Government
-  at ministerial level 6.4% 3.4% 7.7% 8.3% 3.8% 6.7% 21.1%
-  at sub-ministerial level 3.5% 1.2% 4.7% 26.3% 4.5% 26.3% 30.7%
Earned Income 38.0% 27.0% 29.0% 30.0% 37.0% 33.0% 40.0%
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Confucian certainty that order and harmony were supreme values and that only in hierarchy 
were they preserved”.14  
 
  “The Neo-Confuscian philosophers of the Sung dynasty (960-1279) further 
elaborated on the codes of feminine ethic by emphasizing spatial prohibitions and the practices of 
segregation and seclusion and the binding of feet.”15  Although originally an upper class 
phenomena, small feet became a symbol of wealth and status and therefore feet binding became 
widely practiced among all but the very poor and certain ethnic groups. The practice continued 
until the end of the 19th century. Once her feet were bound, a young women became more and 
more confined to the household and usually within the area of the house designated for the 
women of the family. 
 
  Pre-Republic culture was patriarchal with family succession and inheritance 
traditionally passed through the male line. As such, male children were preferred over female 
children. While it was customary for boys to have a clan name, a generation name and an 
individual name, girls were usually given a number and an informal “child” name.  Women were 
usually addressed as “daughter, wife or mother” of a particular male in the household. Women 
married out of their families and into their husband’s family, where they were subordinate to the 
men of the household and to the mother-in-law and any older sisters-in-law. Social status was 
only achieved through the birth of sons.  In poorer families, economic reality limited the extent to 
which spatial separation was practical. Women participated actively in farming, manufacturing 
and trade, but legitimate public roles were few.  
 

 Pre-Republic women had no political rights. They were economically dependent 
first upon their father, then their husband, and if widowed, their sons. There was little, if any, 
freedom in marriage, with daughters often betrothed at birth or during infancy. If widowed, 
women were prevented from remarrying. 
 
  Towards the end of the 19th century and into the early 20th century, it became 
fashionable for the upper classes to seek formal education for their daughters, who until then, has 
been prohibited from attending school. Mission schools were first established in the mid-
nineteenth century and welcomed girl students. At the beginning of the 20th century, schools for 
girls were sponsored by wealthy merchants and officials. 
 
  The founding of the Republic in 1911 saw a nascent feminist movement, which 
focused on equal rights for men and women including the right for women to participate in 
political affairs. By the early 1920s, schools were publishing newspapers aimed specifically at 
female audiences. At this time women’s problems were usually defined as the need for freedom 
from the traditional family restraints, freedom to avoid arranged marriages and to participate in 
political activities. The Communist Party mobilized women to fight for their own liberation as 
well as the liberation of the nation. Women’s organization and networks were established which 
formed the basis for the ACWF. 
 

                                                
14  Guisso, R.W. and S. Johannessen. 1981. Women in China: Current Directions in Historical Scholarship. 

New York: Philo Press (page 48) and quoted in Elisabeth Croll. 1995. Changing Identities of Chinese 
Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 13. 

15  Croll, Elisabeth. 1995. Changing Identities of Chinese Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press. 
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  The 1949 Communist Revolution was probably the single most important event 
towards improving the status of women in the PRC. The Communist Party espoused the position 
that women were the equals of men, in the words of Mao Zedong, women were not only entitled 
to “half of heaven” but also were responsible for shouldering “half of the sky”. 
 
  While Confucianism promoted gender differences, the Communist Party aimed 
for gender neutrality in the name of equality. Names, titles and job descriptions were gender 
neutral; men and women dressed in similar clothes in an attempt to negate gender differences. 
Instead of visualizing the “perfect women” as a quiet, demure individual, secluded and devoting 
her life to feminine pursuits, women were portrayed as strong, assertive and heroic and usually 
as workers in roles previously reserved for men. Economic participation was seen as the single 
most important aspect of achieving emancipation for women. The following passage from Lenin 
was often quoted “In order to emancipate women thoroughly and to realize real equality between 
women and men, it is necessary to have public economy to let women participate in joint 
production and labor, and then women would stand in the same position as men.”16 The PRC has 
one of the highest female labor participation rates in the world. In the PRC, female participation 
in economic activities is 81 percent of that of men. The corresponding figures for the Republic of 
Korea, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, Japan and the United States range from 52 percent 
(Republic of Korea) to 77 percent  (Thailand) (see Table 5). 
 
  In June 1949, Mao Zedong encouraged women to “unite and take part in 
production and political activity to improve the economic and political status of women”.17 The 
women’s movement supported government policies for land reform, the collectivization of 
agriculture and the expansion of the industrial and rural sectors of the economy. 
 
  Women, urban and rural, peasant and gentry began to notice significant 
differences in their status as individuals. They compared the poverty, political and economic 
instability and inequality prior to the revolution to the more equitable distribution of jobs, 
education food and social welfare programs following the Revolution. The traditional customs 
and practices that penalized women were gradually being replaced by new marriage, labor and 
land legislation which all emphasized women’s rights and the equality of the sexes. 
 
  While successful emancipation of women was widely quoted, some inequalities 
continued to exist particularly in access to specific jobs and fields of study. An editorial written in 
1 February 1962 noted that “though the broad masses of women have taken part in production, 
they still have many special problems in production, living and thought.”18 The editorial in 
Zhongguo Funu (Women of China) commented that reproductive functions of women and the 
traditional definition of women’s roles would continue to make it difficult for women to achieve 
full equality in the workplace. 
 
  The focus of the women’s movement began to shift from the communal to the 
individual experiences of women. Zhongguo Funu and the ACWF began a national forum 
primarily designed as a consciousness-raising process for women. The ACWF began to turn away 

                                                
16  Lenin, V.I. 1919. The Tasks of Working Women’s Movement in the Soviet Republic in Women and 

Society. New York: New York 1938, page 15-20 as quoted in Elisabeth Croll. 1995. Changing 
Identities of Chinese Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press,  73. 

17  Mao Zedong. 1949 Inscriptions for Women of New China as quoted in Elisabeth Croll. 1995. Changing 
Identities of Chinese Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 73. 

18  Zhongguo Funu. 1962. Reference Materials for Training Basic-Level Women Cadres. 
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from the political and revolutionary issues to addressing the problems facing women. This was 
contrary to the gender-neutral philosophy of the Community Party and as a result, publication of 
Zhongguo Funu was halted and the ACWF disbanded during the Cultural Revolution. 
 
  Although the Revolutionary rhetoric continued to extol the virtues of the 
working women, little emphasis was placed on the girl child or the importance of daughters. Son 
preference continued, especially in the poorer rural areas and among the peasant class. Daughters 
were still destined to become daughters-in-law and to leave the family home to join the husband’s 
household after marriage. As such, daughters continued to be viewed as “temporary” members 
of the household. While equality was widely referred to, sons were considered more “equal” than 
daughters. 
 
  In 1950, the Marriage Law was passed which provided for free choice of 
marriage partner, remarriage of widows and the ability to divorce. Although supported by the 
women’s movement, the law was controversial and not readily accepted by the older generation. 
Although arranged marriages continued women often had the right to refuse a proposed 
husband. The new law, although not totally adhered to for some time, provided women with a 
useful tool in bargaining their respective positions within the household. 
 
  From 1958 onward a majority of rural women participated in collective 
agriculture. However, the traditional division of household labor and family structure persisted.  
Women’s labor was compensated, albeit at a lower rate than men’s, through the work point 
system. However, the unit of distribution remained the household. As the husband was the head 
of the household, women did not enjoy economic independence and were denied direct access to 
land and resources. 
 
  In urban areas, women’s participation in the paid workforce was primarily 
achieved through the establishment of small neighborhood workshops and collectives. In 
addition to work responsibilities, women retained their household responsibilities. Although 
most women were working the majority were employed at the lower end of the production 
hierarchy.  Women were under-represented in the State sector, which provided comprehensive 
benefits and lifetime employment. 
 
  In the 1970s, prior to the beginning of economic reforms, women in the PRC 
played an essential, but subordinate role in production while retaining the principal role in 
domestic work. The Revolutionary rhetoric was gender neutral. Although legislative equality was 
achieved, inequity persisted. The economic reforms, which began in the 1970s, marked another 
milestone in the status of women in the PRC. The impacts on health, education, family status and 
employment are covered in greater detail in the following sections of this paper. 
 
B. Population, Demographics and Life Expectancy 
 
  The population of the PRC in 1997 was 1.237 billion, of which 49 percent were 
women. The dependency ratio in 1996 was 48.8 percent. The PRC is undergoing the demographic 
transition (see Figure 2), from a society with high birth rates and high death rates (a majority of 
deaths occurring in the first five years of life) to one with low birth rates and low death rates (a 
majority of deaths occurring in the last 10 years of life expectancy).19 In 1960, life expectancy in 
                                                
19  Catley-Carlson, Margaret. 1997.  Rapidly Shifting Paradigms: The Asian Demographic Future and the 

Asian Development Bank’s Role, lecture notes, Manila, 7 November. 
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the PRC was 48. This improved to 69 in 1995 and 71 by 1996. In 1960 the Under Five-Mortality 
Rate was 209 per 1,000 live births; this was reduced to 47 by 1995. As is the case in most of Asia, 
the demographic transition is occurring rather rapidly in the PRC. Even though the birth rate in 
the PRC has fallen to replacement levels (i.e. two children per family), the population in the PRC 
will continue to grow for another 50 to 60 years, as the population bubble resulting from the high 
birth rates in the 1960s moves upwards through the population. During the 21st century, the PRC 
will face the problem of an aging population as people in the population bubble age. 
 

Figure 2: Population Pyramid 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1996. 
 
  By the end of the 1960s the Government had recognized the hazards associated 
with uncontrolled population growth. By 1965 the natural population growth rate had reached 
28.4 percent. From an economic and social point of view this high growth was not sustainable. 
Given the need to reduce birthrates and control population growth, the Government introduced 
the one-child family policy in 1978-1979, which applies primarily to ethnic Han living in urban 
areas. The State Family Planning Commission formulates government population policies with 
assistance from the Family Planning Association (FPA). The FPA is a mass organization 
functioning at the village, township, county, prefecture, municipal and provincial levels. 
 
  Through regulation, the Government has promulgated the Three Principles and 
Seven Forbidden Acts with respect to family planning initiatives. The Three Principles are: 
(i) information and education rather than economic disincentives; (ii) contraception rather than 
abortion; and (iii) day-to-day family planning management rather than ad hoc campaigns. The 
Seven Forbidden Acts  (which are illegal)  are:  (i)  arresting,  beating  or  assaulting individuals; 
ii) destroying possessions; (iii) confiscating possessions; (iv) imposing arbitrary charges or 
penalties; (v) imposing penalties on relatives; (vi) interfering with legal childbearing; and 
(vi) conducting pregnancy checks on unmarried women.   
 
  The one-child policy has been controversial outside the PRC. However, together 
with improved school enrollment and increased female participation rates in the labor force, this 
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policy has achieved positive results in that the birth rate has fallen to replacement level (see Figure 
3). Consequently, there is a possibility that married children from single families may be allowed 
to have two children in the future. 
 

Figure 3: Population Growth  
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  There have, however, been adverse side effects of the Government’s population 
policies. In addition to the change in the family structure, there has been an exacerbation of the 
deeply ingrained cultural preference for sons. Fifty years ago a women’s social status and 
economic future were dependent upon the birth of sons. Son preference was culturally 
entrenched when unlimited children were permitted; with the policy of only one child per family, 
the perception that the child must be a son is even more pronounced. In 1981, a survey conducted 
in Hebei Province indicated that 95 percent of the population wanted two or more children. If 
only one child were to be allowed, only 2.2 percent of those surveyed indicated a preference for a 
daughter.20 While recognizing that changing people’s behavior is a long-term process, the 
Government has indirectly acknowledged the preference for sons by making the gender of the 
first child a legitimate basis for a couple to have a second child. 
 
  Son preference has manifested itself through a skewing of the male:female birth 
ratio. The statistical norm for the birth ratio ranges from 105 to 107 males born for each 100 
females.21  This ratio has been distorted in the PRC since the early 1980s.  The State Statistical 
Bureau estimated the national average in 1981 to be 108.5 male births for every 100 female births.  

                                                
20  Jingyi Yanjui (Economic Research). 1982. Analysis of Reproduction of Rural Population as quoted in 

Elisabeth Croll. 1995. Changing Identities of Chinese Women. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press, page 112. 

21  Shryock, H., Jacob Siegel and Associates. 1976. Methods and Materials of Demography, San Francisco: 
Academic Press. This statistic has been further corroborated by birth ratios for Canada from 1975 
through 1995 (Source: Statistics Canada).  Over the 20-year period, the highest ratio was 106.02 and 
the lowest 104.92. The average ratio was 105.48 while the median was 105.52.   
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By 1990, the ratio had increased to 112.26, and by 1 October 1995 there were 116.57 boys aged 0 
for every 100 girls. 
 
  Four primary reasons are cited for the distortions in the birth ratio. The first is 
that parents of a girl child, particularly in the rural areas, chose not to register the child. Without 
having their birth registered, the girls do not have access to education, health care or to 
employment in the formal labor market. A second reason for the skewed birth ratio is the 
selective abortion of female fetuses. The use of ultrasound to determine the sex of a baby is illegal 
under the Maternal and Child Health Care Law. According to the State Family Planning 
Commission a number of doctors have been charged under the law. However, there is significant 
anecdotal evidence indicating that selective abortion is relatively widespread.22 The third reason 
is the abandonment of girl children. A majority of the 1.7 million children, abandoned in the PRC 
each year are girls. Finally, there is the issue of female infanticide. Since the 1980s, the PRC press 
has reported incidences of the drowning of female children. Although specific data indicating the 
degree to which each of these four factors contributes to the skewed birth ratio are not available, 
it is suspected that the underreporting of the birth of girls is the single largest contributing factor. 
While some female infanticide may be occurring in remote rural areas, there is no evidence to 
suggest that this is having a material impact on the ratio of boys to girls over the population as a 
whole. 
 
  The male/female distribution of children between the ages of 0 and 4 years is 
provided in Table 6. The ratio increases between the ages of 0 and 3. The data in Table 6 indicates 
that many girls are not surviving the first four years of life, despite having a natural biological 
advantage. This is supported by anecdotal evidence, which suggests that fewer family resources 
get allocated towards the health care of female infants. Reports in the PRC press indicate that 
mothers giving birth to daughters may not have the same quality of nutrition and after birth care 
as those giving birth to sons. Furthermore, there appears to be less willingness to devote scarce 
household resources towards meeting the nutritional requirements and medical needs of girl 
children. 
 
  The extent of the skewed ratio varies from province to province, as shown in 
Table 7. Given the complexity of the problem, it is difficult to draw any solid conclusions as to the 
relationship between income and birth ratio. In addition, the problem does not appear to be 
isolated to rural and/or poverty areas. There is, however, a relationship between the birth ratio 
and ethnic minority areas. There are two reasons for this. The first is that the one-child policy 
does not apply to many of the ethnic minorities.23 Secondly, a number of the ethnic cultures for 
example the Tibetans and some matrilineal cultures in southwest PRC, place greater value on the 
girl child than does the Han Chinese Culture. 
 

Table 6: Population Breakdown by Gender 
(Ages 0-4 as of 1 October 1995 in 000’s) 

                                                
22  Abortion statistics in the PRC are not readily available. 
23  Ethnic minorities have the discretion to set their own family planning policies. Although not 

strictly required to adhere to the one-child policy, a number of minorities have opted to accept it. 

Age Total Male Female Ratio

0-4 90,125.6 48,856.0 41,269.6 118.38
0 17,230.8 9,274.6 7,956.2 116.57
1 14,965.9 8,196.5 6,769.4 121.08
2 17,612.0 9,652.0 7,960.0 121.26
3 18,891.1 10,271.9 8,619.2 119.17
4 21,425.8 11,461.0 9,964.8 115.01
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  Source: Table 3-5 Population by Age and Sex. State Statistical Yearbook, 1996.  



 
 
   
 

 

20

Table 7: Provincial Gender Ratios at Birth 
 

 From 1 January 1989 to 6 June 1990 
 
  The skewed gender ratio has been an issue in the PRC since the early 1980s. In 
response, the Government has passed legislation, which criminalizes infanticide, abandonment of 
children and selective abortion. One of the roles of the FPA is to educate families on the value of 
girl children. The FPA uses newspapers, magazines, radio, television, exhibitions and poster 
publicity to provide family planning information, including stressing the value of girl children. 
Special insurance schemes have been introduced for one-daughter families.  
 
  FPA efforts have been supplemented by activities sponsored by the ACWF. In 
the early 1980s the ACWF was tasked with ascertaining the extent of female infanticide and other 
forms of discrimination against female children and their mothers.  A nationwide survey was 
conducted which found that some drowning and abandonment of female children were 
occurring. The national newspaper Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily) published the survey findings 
and commenting on the intolerable behavior of drowning and forsaking of baby girls.24 Following 
the survey, the ACWF began an intensive campaign aimed at raising the public’s perception as to 
the value of daughters. The ACWF continues to sponsor an education campaign informing the 
public not only of the value of girl children, but also of the various laws, which protect the rights 
of women and children. 
 
 1. Marriage and Family Structure 
 
  The Marriage Law of 1950 was one of the first laws to be passed following the 
1949 Revolution. It was designed primarily to shift the choice of marriage partners from the 
parents to the people who were to be married. The Law also provided for divorce and the 
remarriage of widows. The Law was revised in 1980 to include a new section on “Family 
Relations” and the specific statement that the rights and interests of women, children and the 
aged are protected. 
 
  A 1996 survey conducted by the China Central Television Survey and 
Consultation Center of approximately 4,000 married persons revealed that more than 60 percent 
of urban wives and husbands had selected their own spouse. However, more than half of rural 

                                                
24  Renmin Ribao. 1983 as quoted in Elisabeth Croll. 1995. Changing Identities of Chinese Women. Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 113. 

Place of Birth Gender Ratio Place of Birth Gender Ratio Place of Birth Gender Ratio
National 112.26
Beijing 103.94 Zhejiang 118.39 Hainan 133.31
Tianjin 109.72 Anhui 112.54 Sichuan 105.78
Hebei 111.52 Fujian 118.39 Guizhou 106.76
Shanxi 113.98 Jiangxi 112.70 Yunnan 106.22
Inner Mongolia 106.46 Shandong 115.24 Tibet 101.51
Liaoning 108.47 Henan 116.53 Shaanxi 112.52
Jilin 108.34 Hubei 114.05 Gansu 115.89
Heilongjiang 106.87 Hunan 108.30 Qinghai 103.68
Shanghai 104.43 Guangdong 119.97 Ningxia 107.48
Jiangsu 110.29 Guangxi 114.45 Xinjiang 103.82
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marriages involved a certain degree of involvement of the parents and many rural marriages 
continue to be arranged. 
 
  The current marital status of PRC based on a 1996 survey is presented in Table 8. 
While 23.4 percent of men older than 15 have never married, only 16 percent of women in this 
age category have yet to marry. More than 71 percent of the population over the age of 15 have 
been married only once. Although divorce is legal, only 2.8 percent of the total population is 
either divorced or remarried indicating relatively low divorce rates and family structure stability 
in the PRC. 
 

Table 8: Marital Status 

                             Source: Based on 1996 Sample Survey, State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
         
  Family structure varies between urban and rural households. There are larger 
households, and more extended family living in rural areas. Based on a nationwide 1996 sample 
survey data, approximately 48.3 percent of all households had three or less members; 26.3 percent 
had four members; 14.4 percent had five members; and 11.0 percent had six or more household 
members. In Beijing and Shanghai, 71.4 and 71.8 percent of households respectively had three or 
less family members. In contrast, in the “rural” province of Henan  only 40.8 percent of 
households had three or less members. 
 
  Traditionally, in the Han culture, families lived in extended families, with the 
wives joining the husband’s family. This practice is still widely followed in rural areas. From 1973 
to 1975, the concept of uxorial marriage (where the husband joins the wife’s household) was 
introduced in an attempt to improve society’s perception of daughters. The concept, however, 
was never widely practiced.   
 
  The increase in urban migration has had a major impact on rural family 
structures, particularly for men and young women. A Food and Agriculture Organization study 
reviewed rural migration, including the conduct of micro-studies at the village level.25 Eight 
villages in Jiangsu, Anhui, Sichuan and Gansu Provinces were selected and migration patterns 
studied. The results of the study supported the general perception that, in general, migrants are 
more likely to be the male, younger and better educated members of the rural community who 
move in search of greater economic opportunities in the non-agriculture sectors. As a result, the 
rural household structure is changing, with more and more households having older women as 
de facto heads of household who have dual responsibility for household management and 
agricultural production. However, a migrant male is often designated as the official head of the 
household. 

                                                
25  Croll, Elisabeth. 1996. Rural Migration in Rural Development in the Evolving Market Economy. Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 

       Percentage of Population
Marital Status Male Female Total

Never married 23.4 16.0 19.7
Married for the first time 70.1 72.9 71.5
Remarried 1.8 2.1 2.0
Divorced 1.0 0.6 0.8
Widowed 3.7 8.4 6.0
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 2. Legal Rights and Political Representation 
 
  The PRC has a commendable policy/legal framework in place to promote and 
protect the rights of women. The rights of women are entrenched in legislation. The 1982 
Constitution states that: 
  

“Women...enjoy equal rights with men in all spheres of life, political, 
economic, cultural and social, including family life. The State protects the rights 
and interests of women, applies the principle of equal pay for equal work for 
men and women alike and trains and selects cadres from among 
women...marriage, the family and mother and child are protected by the State. 
Both husband and wife have the duty to practice family planning...violation of 
the freedom of marriage is prohibited. Maltreatment of old people, women and 
children is prohibited.” 
 

  Prominent legislation setting out women’s rights include the Marriage Law of 
1950, the Inheritance Law (1985) (guaranteeing the inheritance rights of daughters and widows), 
the Compulsory Education Law (1995), the Law on the Protection of Rights and Interest of 
Women (1992) and the Maternal and Child Care Law (1994). The rights of women and girls are 
further protected in the Civil Law, the Criminal Law, the Criminal Procedural Law, the Law for 
the Protection of Minors (1991), the Labor Law (1994), the Law on the Prevention and Control of 
Infectious Diseases (1989) and the Law on Adoption (1991). Almost all provinces have enacted 
specific legislation protecting the rights and interests women. The body of law includes 
provisions that expressly prohibit: (i) workplace violations or discrimination; (ii) violence and the 
abuse of  women  and girls;   (iii)  humiliation  of  women  in the context of public humiliation; 
(iv) prostitution and the abduction and sale of women and children; and  (v) selective abortion 
based on the sex of the child.  
 
  In 1980, the PRC was one of the first countries in the world to endorse the 1979 
UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. In 1989, PRC 
was one of the cosponsor countries for the UN Convention on the Rights of Children. In March 
1991, PRC signed both the World Declaration on the Survival, Protection and Development of 
Children and its related action plan. The State Council Work Committee formally assumed 
responsibility for implementation of both the 1992 National Program of Action for Child 
Development and the 1992 Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Women. 
 
  The 1992 Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Women is a 
statement of general principles. Detailed regulations are drafted by local authorities. A State 
Council Commission has been designated to coordinate implementation. Mass associations, such 
as the ACWF, have been acquiring newly recognized legal responsibilities to assist in the 
protection of rights and interests of women. The ACWF is involved in the drafting of legislation, 
which specifically addresses women. The ACWF also plays a key role in the administration of the 
Law through its Urban and Rural Women’s Work Department, which is staffed by lawyers. 
 
  Although the legal framework addresses the rights and interests of women, 
critics argue that as a result of weaknesses in the judicial system and in and implementation and 
enforcement of the law, the position of women in practice is not as clearly protected as envisaged 
in the legislation. In 1994, the State Council stated that “Owing to the constraints of social 
development and the influence of old concepts, the condition of Chinese women is still not 
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wholly satisfactory.”26 The State Council also concluded that the enforcement of the 1992 Law on 
the Protection of the Rights and Interests of Women was in the “initial” stages and that the State 
would have to commit significant resources in the long term to ensure full implementation.27 
 
  The PRC’s strategy with respect to gender-specific legislation “raises the vexing 
but genuinely important questions of what the best practical socially and legally appropriate 
means are for protecting women’s and children’s rights in the contemporary circumstances of [the 
PRC’s] transition to the socialist market [economy].”28 Discussion within feminist groups in the 
PRC focuses not only on the legislation, but also on the implementation of the laws. In many cases 
laws are silent when it comes to penalties for non-compliance. There has been some training of 
the judiciary, and the ACWF continues its media campaigns aimed at increasing public 
awareness of the rights of women. However, despite the progress, many activists argue that there 
is still a long way to go to achieve, in practice, the objectives set forth in the Constitution and in 
legislation. 
 
  According to UNICEF’s 1995 Progress of Nations report, 21 percent of the 
deputies in the National People’s Congress were women, compared to a  world average of  only  
9 percent. Following the 1992 passage of the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of 
Women, approximately two-thirds of PRC’s provinces have drafted regulations stipulating a 
minimum number of women deputies in the People’s Congresses and People’s Political 
Consultative Congresses. The ACWF has concluded that “Emphasizing increasing the rate of 
Chinese women participating in government work, while implementing the Law on Protection of 
Women’s Rights and Interests is extremely important. That women’s rights and interests were 
infringed or ignored in the past was to a great extent due to lack of the women’s voice in policy-
making....in cities or areas which have a higher rate of women in government, matters involving 
protection of women’s rights and interests have been better handled, problems related to 
women’s rights and interests are solved in a shorter period, and consequently, they record few 
serious cases of infringing women’s rights and interests.”29 
 
 3. Minority Women 
 
  Due to geographic location and limited economic opportunities, combined with 
cultural traditions, minority women tend to comprise the most disadvantaged segment of the 
PRC population as far as access to education, health care and the benefits of economic reform. 
Most minority women are economically active; women account for 46 percent of the minority 
workforce as compared to 44 percent for the PRC as a whole. However, 87 percent of minority 
women are involved in the primary sector (i.e. in agriculture, forestry and fishing) compared to 
three-quarters of the female Han workforce. Based on the 1990 census, minority women account 
for a significant portion of the floating population of the PRC. 
 
  Although there have been significant improvements in literacy and access to 
education following the 1949 Revolution, the original levels were so low that the changes have 
not been able to meet the needs of social and economic development. In 1990, 42 percent of 
minority women were illiterate compared to the national women’s illiteracy rate of 32 percent.  

                                                
26  Information Office of the State Council of PRC. 1994. Situation of Chinese Women. Beijing. 
27  Keith, Ronald C. 1997. Legislating Women’s and Children’s “Rights and Interests” in the PRC, The 

China Quarterly, page 47. 
28  Keith, Ronald C. ibid, page 54. 
29  Jiang Wandi 1997. Protection of Women’s Rights Progressing. Beijing Review. 
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  Family planning restrictions are not strictly applied to the minority nationalities 
and sex ratios are more equal in the minority areas. Birth rates among minority women are higher 
than the national average, as are incidences of death during childbirth. The life expectancy for 
minority women is lower than that of the national average due primarily to lack of access to basic 
health facilities. 
  
C. Health, Family Planning and Nutrition 
 
  Since 1949, the PRC’s achievements in public health have been remarkable and 
by the 1980s, mortality rates in the PRC were similar to those of middle-income countries.  
Between 1975 and 1996, the life expectancy at birth in the PRC rose from 65 year to 71 years (with 
women in 1996 having a life expectancy of 73 years). Under-five infant mortality has improved 
from 209 per 1,000 live births in 1960 to 47 in 1996. As of 1995, the Maternal Mortality Rate in the 
PRC is 61.9 per 100,000 births. The progress made reflects improved living standards, increased 
maternal education and the establishment of a comprehensive network of health services in all 
counties. The incidence of epidemic and endemic diseases, such as the plague, cholera, malaria, 
small pox and polio, has been significantly reduced, in some cases to the point of eradication. 
 
  A summary of health indicators is given in Table 9. Both the number of doctors 
and the number of hospital beds per 1,000 population have increased since 1980. However the 
number of clinics and maternal and childcare facilities declined between 1990 and 1996.  This 
trend, which reflects an overall rationalization of the health care system in the PRC, adversely 
affects women. Prior to economic reforms, many hospitals and clinics were managed by SOEs. 
Since the advent of reforms in 1978, the Government has been experimenting with a variety of 
measures, such as coinsurance, in an attempt to free the SOEs of their obligations to provide 
health care services to their employees.  
 
  While the improvements in health care have been impressive, there remain 
significant differences in both availability and quality of health services between urban and rural 
communities. Evidence of the differential is reflected in three primary indicators30: (i) rural infant 
mortality was 41.6 per 1,000 compared to urban infant mortality of 14.2 per 1,000; (ii) rural under 
five mortality rate was 51.1 per 1,000 compared to an urban figure of 16.4 per 1,000; and (iii) rural 
maternal mortality rate was 76 per 100,000 as compared to an urban rate of 39.2 per 100,000. 

                                                
30  UNDP, Country Office in China. 1998. Education, Health and Women’s Issues, based on 1995 PRC 

Statistics. Available: http://www.edu.cn/undp/sch/social.htm. 
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Table 9: Health Indicators 

Sources: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997 and State of the Worlds Children, 1998. 
 
  The PRC’s primary health care system is organized around the local clinic, run by 
a village doctor sometimes referred to as the “barefoot doctor”. With the introduction of rural 
economic reforms in 1978, the commune system was dismantled and with it the collective health 
insurance system which covered approximately 90 percent of the rural population in 1976. Since 
the early 1980s, rural primary health care has been financed on a fee-for-service basis, allowing 
the village doctors to charge for services and drugs. The introduction of the fee-based approach 
has tended to increase the regional disparities in health care, with many health services becoming 
too expensive for poor families. 
 
  Prior to the early 1980s, reproductive health services, including family planning, 
were the responsibility of the Ministry of Health. Reproductive health services were provided at 
the provincial, county, township and village levels. Subsequently, family planning clinical 
services, including technical services with respect to contraception, dissemination of 
contraceptive measures, publications and census taking, have been provided by family planning 
stations under the direction of the Family Planning Commission at the provincial, county, 
township and village levels. Family planning is a national program and qualifies for Government 
financial support. In the past, the family planning subsidies helped to finance other related 
services, such as gynecological care and the follow-up for contraceptive side effects and 
problems. Separating family planning from other reproductive health services has fragmented the 
medical care that women receive.  
 
  There are concerns that the withdrawal of family planning services and funding, 
combined with the move towards a fee based approach, has had an adverse impact on the access 
to, and utilization of, both curative and preventive reproductive health services, such as prenatal 
care and attended deliveries, diagnosis and treatment of gynecological problems and treatment of 
complications arising from contraceptive use and/or pregnancy. A study in four rural counties in 
Yunnan Province found that both preventative and curative reproductive health services were 

1980 1985 1990 1996
Healthcare Facilities:
Hospitals 65,450 59,614 62,454 67,964
Clinics 102,474 126,604 129,332 103,472
Sanitation and Antiepidemic Centers 3,105 3,410 3,618 4,000
Maternal and Child Care Facilities 2,610 2,724 2,820 2,764
Others 6,914 8,514 10,510 10,603

Number of Doctors/1,000 population 1.17 1.33 1.54 1.59
Number of Hospital Beds/1,000 population 2.01 2.11 2.30 2.34

Specific Health Indicators: Period
conctraceptive prevalence 1990-1997 83%
% of pregnant women immunized against tetanus 1995-1996 13%
% of births attended by trained health personnel 1990-1996 84%
maternal mortality rate 1990-1996 95
fertility rate 1996 1.8
percentage of routine vaccinations financed by government 1995-1996 100%
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found to be inadequate to meet needs.31 In many cases reproductive tract infections (RTI), most 
common in women who had undergone intrauterine device (IUD) insertions and abortions, were 
going untreated. In the study area, few village and township level facilities were equipped to 
diagnose and treat common diseases. The lack of women doctors contributed to the unwillingness 
of affected women to seek treatment, even where it was available. Many of the problems noted by 
the study reflect the relative shrinking resources available for the prevention and cure of 
reproductive health problems. A majority of government funding is focused on family planning. 
This problem is compounded in poor rural areas where families do not have sufficient resources 
to pay for health services. 
 
 1. Reproductive Health and Family Planning 
 
  Contraceptives are widely used in the PRC with an average contraceptive 
prevalence rate of 83 percent between 1990 and 1997. According to the State Family Planning 
Commission, the most prevalent method of contraception is the use of an intrauterine device, 
which accounts for approximately 42.5 percent of contraceptive prevalence. The second most 
commonly used contraceptive method is female sterilization, accounting for 39.5 percent of 
contraceptive prevalence. Abortions are legal in the PRC on the following grounds: (i) to save the 
life of the women; (ii) to preserve physical health; (iii) to preserve mental health; (iv) rape or 
incest; (v) fetal impairment; (vi) economic or social reasons; and (vii) on request. It is illegal, 
however, to obtain an abortion on the basis of the sex of the fetus. The major causes of 
reproductive morbidity for women include RTI and poor delivery care. 
 
  Initially, the Government’s stand on the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
and acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) was that it was a disease which primarily 
affected foreigners. However, this perception has changed, with health officials now openly 
stating that HIV/AIDS poses a serious health threat to the PRC. By end October 1996, 5,157 cases 
of HIV infection were reported including 133 cases of full-blown AIDS. However, the registered 
number is not an accurate reflection of the real situation. Estimates range from 50,000 (based on 
the WHO estimate of HIV prevalence in adults from 15 to 49 years of age) to 100,000 by PRC 
health officials. Experts estimate that the HIV incidence rate in the PRC is growing at more than 
20 percent per annum. The Government is responding to the situation, primarily through public 
awareness campaigns to educate the population regarding the medical facts associated with the 
disease and appropriate prevention measures. 
 
 2. Maternal and Child Health 
 
  Improvements in maternal and child health care (MCH) in the PRC have been 
significant following the 1949 revolution. In 1990 the maternal mortality rate was 95 per 100,000 
births. By 1995, the rate had been reduced to 61.9. Significant reductions in mortality and 
morbidity rates have been achieved with limited resources through a number of measures 
including: (i) control of infectious diseases; (ii) improved sanitation; (iii) better availability of 
food; (iv) expansion of maternal and health care services; (v) safer delivery practices; and (vi) 
increases in women’s literacy.  
 
  The Maternal and Child Health Department in the Ministry of Public Health 
provides overall direction for the delivery of MCH services. Ministerial directives are translated 
                                                
31  Ford Foundation. 1997. Financing, Provision and Utilization of Reproductive Health Services in China, 

Research Report, Beijing. 
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into implementation plans at the city, county, township and village levels. The quality of MCH 
services at each level of government varies, depending on the location (urban versus rural, coastal 
versus inland etc.) and on the resources available.   
 
  In 1993, the “Baby Friendly Initiative” was introduced. Prior to the introduction 
of this initiative, there was almost universal separation of mothers from infants following birth 
and breast-feeding was limited. Initially, 3,000 hospitals were given the title “Baby Friendly 
Hospital”, rooming in was introduced and the breast-feeding rates, which had fallen to as low as 
20 percent in some cities, have increased to approximately 70 percent.  
 
  The 1995 Maternal and Child Health Law is a major step forward in attempts to 
improve health care for women and children. The Law states that women must receive 
instruction on healthy pregnancy and that pregnant and post-partum women should receive 
advice on hygiene, nutrition and psychology. This legislation also states that fetal sex 
determination is strictly illegal (except on medical grounds) and provides for stiff penalties for 
health practitioners who abort healthy fetuses on the grounds of sex. Two aspects of the Law 
have received criticism among the donor community. The first is the indication that couples with 
genetic disorders may not be allowed to marry and the second is a provision requiring a 
recommendation to terminate any pregnancy when it has been determined that the fetus has a 
genetic disease. However, the Law does not require forced abortions. Abortions are, however, 
available should fetal irregularities be discovered.  
 

3. Nutrition  
 
  The nutrition status of people in the PRC has been improving consistently over 
the last two decades. Between 1975 and 1995, daily caloric intake increased by slightly more than 
27 percent to 2,639 calories per person per day and the daily protein supply increased by 
29 percent to 63 grams per person per day. There are, however, rural/urban differences. As of the 
end of 1995: (i) 4.6 percent of urban children were underweight as compared to 17.8 percent of 
rural children; and (ii) 39.1 percent of rural children had stunted growth (defined as body height 
less than 2 standard deviations of the standard height for the particular age group) compared to 
8.9 percent of urban children. 
 
  Although primarily anecdotal in nature, there are indications that female 
children may have less access to adequate nutrition in poor families, where the family resources 
are insufficient to meet the nutritional requirements of the total households. This anecdotal 
information is supported by the fact that female children in the PRC have a 16 percent greater 
probability of being stunted than male children. 
 
 4. Status of Children32 
 
  The way in which a nation deals with issues facing its children is a good indicator 
of its concern for, and commitment to, development. The Government recognizes the specific 
needs and rights of children and the importance of increasing access to, and the quality of, 
primary health care and education. Currently the PRC ranks above most of the developing 
countries in the provision of both primary health care and education. 
                                                
32  The PRC does not gender disaggregate indicators with respect to children. The following section 

relates to children in general, although it also provides an indication as to of the situation of the 
girl child in the PRC. 
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  Of 150 countries for which statistics were provided in the United Nations 
International Children Fund’s (UNICEF) 1997 State of the Worlds Children, the PRC ranks 72nd in 
terms of decreasing the Under Five Mortality Rate (U5MR)33 while ranking only 100th in terms of 
per capita gross domestic product (GDP). Nearly all countries with U5MR higher than the PRC 
also have higher per capita GDP. In addition to comparing favorably to other countries, the PRC 
has reduced the U5MR by almost 78 percent since 1960. As with all other indicators in the PRC, 
however, there are discrepancies between urban and rural areas. The U5MR for rural areas is as 
high as 51.1 per 1,000, compared to 16.4 per 1,000 for urban areas34. In addition, the rural 
incidence of infant mortality is almost three times as high as urban infant mortality rates.   
 
  The PRC ratified the 1990 Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1995. The 
Convention, which defines children as people below the age of 18, is designed to protect 
children’s right to survive and develop to their full potential. Among its provisions are those 
affirming children’s right to the highest attainable standard of health care and to express views 
and receive information. Children have a right to be registered immediately after birth and to 
have a name and nationality, a right to play and to protection from all forms of sexual 
exploitation and sexual abuse. The Convention recognizes that not all governments have the 
resources necessary to ensure that all economic, social and cultural rights are immediately met. It 
does commit them, however, to making those rights a priority. In March 1992, the Government 
released the “Outline of the Development Plan for Children in the 1990s” setting ten development 
goals for children by the end of 2000. According to UNICEF, the PRC has made remarkable 
progress in implementing the Convention, including passage of the Law on Protection of Minors 
which provides an effective mechanism for full implementation of the Convention. 
 
  In many developing countries child labor is a serious concern. Information 
available in the PRC indicates that the extent of child labor is limited primarily to assistance 
provided by children in farming families and is not a major issue. A contributing factor to this is 
the Compulsory Education Law,35 which states that children of school age must attend six years 
of primary school and three years of junior middle school. As of 1996, more than 98 percent of 
children aged 6-12 are in primary school and more than 78 percent of children aged 12-16 study 
in middle schools. The Ninth Five-Year Plan (1996-2000) sets a target of 100 percent literacy by 
the year 2010.  In 1996, girls accounted for 47.5 percent of primary school students, 45.9 percent of 
secondary school students and 36.4 percent of higher education students compared to 44.9 
percent, 41.4 percent and 24.2 percent respectively in 1978.  
 
  Despite the positive education indicators, there are almost 18.4 million children 
between the ages of 6 and 14 who are not attending school, many of whom live in the poorer rural 
areas in the interior provinces. Recognizing this fact, in 1995 the Government established special 
funds to improve compulsory education in poverty-stricken areas. Funding to implement the 
Compulsory Education Law and support the development of education in poor areas is being 
increased. In addition to the limited access to education in the poor and remote rural areas, there 

                                                
33  UNICEF uses the U5MR as its single most important indicator of the state of a nation’s children. 

This statistic is not available by gender. 
34  UNDP, Country Office in China. 1997. Education, Health and Women’s Issues. Available: 

http://www.edu.cn/undp/sch/social.htm. 
35  Although the Law was only enacted in 1995, the nine-year compulsory education system was 

introduced through a Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party on the Reform of 
the Education Structure on 27 May 1985. 
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is increasing concern about the children of the “floating population”.36  Estimates of the floating 
population range from 80 to 100 million. Their children are not eligible to attend state-funded 
schools. If this problem is not addressed some of these children may grow up illiterate and with 
poor job skills.  
 
  The health status of children has been improving consistently since the 1960s.  
The World Health Organization (WHO) notes that the PRC has made rapid progress in 
eradicating polio by effectively implementing four WHO-recommended strategies. If the present 
level of success is maintained, the PRC will achieve its goal of complete polio eradication by the 
year 2000. The PRC has also made strides against acute respiratory infections, which kill more 
than 2 million children worldwide each year. About 88 percent of PRC health workers have been 
trained in standard case management and 99 percent of all health clinics stock the necessary 
antibiotics to treat these infections.   
 
  PRC has a relatively high number of iodine deficient children ranking about 76th 
out of 150 countries. Efforts have been made to increase the distribution of iodized salt and 
51 percent of all households in the PRC now use this product. The situation is most acute in the 
remote hilly areas of the interior provinces where significant portions of children suffer from 
iodine deficiency. The Government has documented its commitment to eliminate Iodine 
Deficiency Disorders by the year 2000 and efforts towards achieving this goal have been 
accelerated. In addition to focusing on increased distribution of iodized salt, programs have been 
established in some areas for iodizing irrigation water and providing iodized oil capsules. 
 
  One social issue which affects children in the PRC but which is not evident from 
either statistics or indicators is the possible effect of the one child policy.  There are more than 
66 million single child families in the PRC. The family structure is being changed, as children no 
longer have aunts, uncles or cousins. As it is the younger generation who tend to be responsible 
for caring for the elderly, this burden will be greater as the family structure changes with one 
couple having to look after two sets of elderly parent. In addition, children raised in single child 
families tend to develop social skills differently than those raised in multi-child families. There 
also appears to have been an impact on children’s nutrition as many children are now 
overweight. A national survey conducted on 3,000 teenagers and their parents in 12 major cities 
found that most of the children were sympathetic, self-confident and persistent. The children also 
tended to be more aggressive than competitive and lack independence and frugality.   
 
   According to a 1994 Beijing University demographics study, 1.7 million children,  
a majority of which are girls, are abandoned annually, despite the fact that under the law, child 
abandonment is punishable by fines and up to a five-year prison sentence. Most children in 
orphanages are girls or children who are disabled or are in poor health. The PRC has a fairly 
liberal adoption policy and foreigners are welcome to apply. The screening process takes 
approximately three to four months and the prospective parents must visit the PRC and spend a 
number of weeks with the adoption agency before being able to repatriate the adopted children.   
 

                                                
36  This includes the transient population from the countryside who moved to urban centers in search 

of employment but do not have residency rights. Although the urban residency permit system has 
been decreasing in importance and is not strictly applied to these transient workers, they do not 
normally live permanently in the urban centers because they cannot have access to public utilities 
and social services. 
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D. Literacy, Education and Training 
 
  The educational attainments of a population affect a society’s well-being both 
through market and non-market sources. The educational stock of both men and women affect 
the level of income within a country as well as its distribution within and across countries. 
Schooling can also raise well-being through non-market effects, such as improvements in health, 
nutrition, fertility and the educational levels of children - effects that are positively influenced by 
the educational attainments of women in particular. 
 
  Female school enrollments at the primary, secondary and higher education levels 
as a percentage of total enrollments from 1982 to 1996 are shown in Figure 4. While there has 
been a general improvement in female enrollment over this period, there is still a gap between 
male and female enrollment with the gap widening as the education level increases. The share of 
female students at the primary level went up from 43.7 percent in 1982 to 47.5 percent in 1996, 
while the corresponding shares at the post-secondary level were 26.2 percent in 1982 and 36.4 
percent in 1996. Based on the census of 1 October 1995, approximately 47.8 percent of the 
population between the ages of 5 and 14 were girls. The enrollment rate (total students in school 
divided by the total population in the age category corresponding to that schooling level) for 
females has also improved over time.37 The primary school enrollment rate for girls, 103 in 1980, 
increased to 116 in 1993; the corresponding rates for boys were 121 and 120 respectively. At the 
secondary level, the female enrollment rate increased from 37 in 1980 to 51 in 1993. For males, the 
secondary school enrollment rate registered a smaller increase from 54 in 1980 to 60 in 1993. 
 

Figure 4: Female as a Percentage of Total Students 

Sources: State Statistical Yearbook, various issues. 
 

                                                
37 The gross enrollment rate is  the total number of children of school age divided by the total 

enrollment for the corresponding level of school. As many over-aged children are enrolled, total 
enrollment can exceed the number of children at the official age for that level; the rate can exceed 
100. 
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   In 1991, the ACWF conducted a large survey of 12,000 women and 12,000 men in 
11 provinces. The survey focused on a number of social and economic issues of importance to 
women. Table 10 presents data from this survey. The educational attainment of women has been 
improving over time. The daughters in the sample (women under the age of 40) reported 
significantly higher levels of education than did their mothers. About 72 percent of the mothers 
were illiterate or nearly illiterate, while 21 percent of the daughters were in this category. About 
46 percent of daughters had a junior middle school or better education while only about 7 percent 
of mothers had achieved this level of education. 
 
 

Table 10: Education Attainments of Women Across Generations 
(percent) 

             

           Source:  All China Women’s Federation. 
 
  Although there has been improvement in women’s literacy, the male illiteracy is 
falling faster than that of women. In 1990, 22 percent of the over-15 population was illiterate or 
semi-literate and of this women accounted for 70 percent of illiterate and semi-literate population.  
At this time, 32  percent  of women  were  illiterate or semi-literate  as compared to 13 percent of 
men. By 1996, the overall level of illiteracy had fallen to 18 percent. However, women, mostly 
older, account for 71.5 percent of illiterates, and 25.5 percent of all women are illiterate or semi-
literate as compared to 10 percent of men.  
 
  Irrespective of overall gains in educational status, there is some evidence that 
households tend to discriminate in the provision and education and related services between 
boys and girls. A study conducted in Jiangsu and Sichuan Provinces38 indicates that there is bias 
against girls in family spending on items such as tuition fees and books in the higher age groups 
(15-19) in both provinces. The results of the study suggest that male children receive higher 
investments in human capital than female children in these provinces. 
 
  The proportion of female students broken by secondary school category is 
presented in Table 11. There was a modest improvement in the enrollment rates of girls at the 
primary level over the 44.6 percent recorded in 1980 to 47.5 percent in 1996. There was a marked 
improvement in female enrollment in the three secondary school categories (agricultural and 
vocational schools, regular secondary schools, and specialized secondary schools) between 1980 
and 1996. The improvement, though substantial, was more modest in the regular secondary 

                                                
38  Burgess, Robin and Zhuang Juzhong. 1997. Dimensions of Gender Bias in Intrahousehold Allocation in 

Rural China, manuscript, Manila: Asian Development Bank. 

Level of Education Daughters Mothers

Illiterate or Nearly Illiterate 21.0 72.0
Junior Primary 17.6 13.4
Senior Primary 15.5 7.4
Junior Middle 30.6 4.8
Senior Middle 11.7 0.9
Specialized Secondary 2.2 0.8
Tertiary College 1.1 0.1
University and Above 0.3 0.2
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schools than in the other two categories. The gap between male and female enrollments declined 
fastest in the vocational and specialized schools. In vocational schools, the proportion of female 
students increased from 32.6 percent in 1980 to 48.5 percent in 1996. The corresponding 
improvement for specialized secondary schools was from 31.5 percent in 1980 to 51.3 percent in 
1996. Girls now account for more than half of all students in the specialized secondary schools 
and only slightly less than half of all vocational students. Although the proportion of female 
enrollment in higher education increased significantly over this 16-year period, female 
participation at this level is still considerably lower than that of males.  In 1996, girls accounted 
for only 36.4 percent of all higher education students. This reflects, in part, the lower enrollment 
figures for females at the regular secondary level, since a large number of vocational and 
specialized (such as teacher training) secondary school graduates enter the job market upon 
completion of secondary education. Those entering higher levels of education come from the 
regular secondary schools.   
 
 

Table 11: Female Enrollment as a Percentage of Total Enrollment 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1996. 
 
  Analysis based on a large-scale income distribution survey conducted in 1988 
indicates that gender, rural/urban location, provincial location and parents’ educational 
characteristics matter in determining the educational attainment of an individual.39 Women have 
about 2.2 years less schooling than men, on the average, with age, provincial location and 
minority status held constant. This difference is smaller in urban areas, at about 1.8 years, and 
higher in rural areas, at 2.5 years. Gender difference in years of education rises with age in both 
rural and urban areas. It is negligible in urban areas for the young (below 30 years of age), but it 
is more than three years for those above the age of 50. The difference increases in rural areas up to 
the age of 35 (about three and half years) and then declines with age. The negligible gender 
difference in urban areas for the younger cohorts and the higher differentials at older ages 
indicate that the discrimination against girls in the provision of education is declining. This is 
consistent with the national trends seen in the enrollment rates. Parental education, particularly 
maternal education, has a strong influence on children’s education in both urban and rural areas. 
However, the evidence suggests that girl’s education is more discretionary than the education of 
boys in rural areas. 
 
  The discussions above focused on the educational levels of the population as a 
whole. The educational levels of labor market participants differ from those of the general 
population. Data on the proportions of employed females and males with different levels of 
education within and across provinces is presented in Table 12. The proportions of male and 
female workers with no formal education are smaller in the coastal provinces than in the interior. 
The share of women with only primary education is the largest among the educational categories 
                                                
39  Knight, John and Li Shi. 1993. The Determinants of Educational Attainments in China, in Keith Griffen 

and Zhao Renwei (eds), The Distribution of Income in China, New York: St. Martin’s Press. 

Vocational Regular Specialized
Year Primary Secondary Secondary Secondary Higher
1980 44.6 32.6 39.6 31.5 23.4
1985 44.8 41.6 40.2 38.6 30.0
1990 46.2 45.3 41.9 45.4 33.7
1996 47.5 48.5 45.3 51.3 36.4
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while for men the lower secondary category is the largest. The shares of wage earners with 
college education are 5.4 percent for females and 6.4 percent for males in the coastal provinces, 
while the corresponding shares are less than half as much in the interior provinces. 
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Table 12: Education Attainment of Employed Persons in 1996 

 

 Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  Education is a major determinant of labor market participation. Evidence based 
on large-scale surveys in 1989 and 1991 suggest that there are gender differences in the impact of 
education on the probabilities of market participation. Women with higher levels of education are 
more likely to participate in the wage labor market than those with little, or no education. The 
corresponding difference for men is smaller and not statistically significant. This reflects the 
differences in the education-occupation-earnings linkages for male and female workers. Higher 
education for women leads to higher earnings through entry into better-paying occupations. For 
men the impact of education on wages is smaller. 

Percentage of Workforce National Coastal Provinces Interior Provinces
at Eduation Level Female Male Female Male Female Male
Illiterate 18.6 8.1 15.9 7.1 19.9 8.9
Primary 37.6 33.4 35.0 30.0 39.0 35.3
Junior Secondary 31.9 42.4 35.8 45.3 29.7 40.7
Senior Secondary 9.7 12.7 10.7 13.7 9.3 12.0
College and above 2.2 3.4 2.6 3.9 2.1 3.1



 
 
   
 

 

36

Chapter 3.  ECONOMIC POSITION OF WOMEN 
 
A. The Labor Market in the PRC 
 
  Under the employment system in the centrally planned economy, the State 
assigned workers to enterprises, which were in turn obliged to provide jobs. The workers were 
guaranteed lifetime employment and were provided with housing, medical and retirement 
benefits, and a basic salary that depended on the worker’s years of service. The system was 
known as the three irons, namely “the iron rice bowl” (guaranteed employment, housing and 
other benefits), “the iron chair” (job security), and “the iron wage” (wages not related to 
performance). The system was very rigid and resulted in overstaffing and limited labor mobility.  
 
  The major employment-related problems are: (i) large numbers of new entrants 
into the labor force;  (ii) large-scale rural underemployment;  (iii) rising urban unemployment; 
(iv) growing income inequalities; (v) over-employment in SOEs; and (vi) the need to develop 
alternative mechanisms for the provision of pensions, education, health care and other social 
services to employees.   
 
  Since the mid-1980s, the Government has issued a number of regulations and 
guidelines to promote employment reform and a more market-based operation of the labor 
market. The Government has recognized these problems and the need for comprehensive labor 
legislation to create a unified regulatory framework governing the development and operation of 
a labor market. Since 1993, the focus has been on establishing a permanent legal and regulatory 
framework for employment promotion, labor safety and dispute settlement. The centerpiece of 
the legal framework is the 1995 Labor Law. The Ministry of Labor and Social Security is 
formulating supporting laws, regulations and rules with the objective of creating an efficient and 
equitable labor market within the framework of the Labor Law. The Government’s objective is to 
establish the legal framework for all matters pertaining to labor before the end of the century. The 
Labor Bureaus at the provincial, city and district/county levels are also being provided training 
by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security on how to effectively enforce the laws pertaining to 
employment and labor welfare. 
 
  In 1992, the National People’s Congress renewed the mandate of the All-China 
Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) and its subordinate branches as the “mass organizations of 
the working class”, with rights and duties in promoting “socialist modernization”. Its voice is 
somewhat strengthened by the PRC’s participation in the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), an agency of the United Nations. Officials of the ACFTU go to Geneva each June as 
working members of the PRC’s tripartite delegation to the annual ILO conference. In 1990, the 
PRC ratified the ILO convention requiring tripartite consultation on labor standards; the ACFTU 
represents PRC workers in discussions on domestic labor legislation. 
 
  Unemployment is a relatively recent phenomenon in the PRC. Officially, the 
Government only reports urban unemployment statistics. These statistics do not take into account 
the floating population, making them an even more conservative estimate of total unemployed in 
the PRC. Even so, the number of registered unemployed persons in urban areas has risen from 
3.64 million in 1992 to 5.53 million in 1996, which represents an average increase of more than 10 
percent per annum. This situation is expected to worsen as SOE reform intensifies. There are up 
to 23 million excess workers currently employed by SOEs. In 1988, women accounted for 
approximately 53 percent of registered unemployed persons. By 1993 this had increased to 60 
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percent.40 Since women account for less than 40 percent of the labor force, this indicates that 
unemployment is more prevalent among women as compared to men. 
 
B. Women in the Work Force 
 
  Since 1949, women have been encouraged to enter the workforce. The 
Government has attempted to achieve emancipation for women by increasing women’s economic 
roles outside the family, thereby changing their relationship to production. As of 1996, women 
account for 38.7 percent of “staff and workers”41 holding 47.5 percent of non-State sector jobs, 
44.5 percent of urban collective jobs and 36.4 percent of SOE positions. In addition, women 
accounted for 46.7 percent of the rural laborers. The available data suggests that women have 
been successful in competing for new employment opportunities, which have developed as a 
result of economic reforms. 
 
  There are, however, factors which are adversely affecting women in the labor 
market including: (i) the intensification of gender-based discrimination in the formal paid labor 
force; and (ii) the informalization of female labor. As SOEs are restructured and corporatized, 
women are more likely than men to lose their jobs. According to the Women’s Research Center, 
which surveyed 34 state enterprises in eight provinces, the percentage of women who have been 
made redundant is higher than their proportion of the workforce. The results of this survey 
indicate that almost 70 percent of the 23 million workers who could lose their jobs as a result of 
SOE reform could be women, even though women account for only 36.4 percent of the SOE 
workforce. 
 
  Women are losing their jobs because they are viewed as more dispensable and 
less cost-effective. Women are encouraged to take extended maternity leave (at 50 to 75 percent of 
regular pay) and to retire earlier than the legislated retirement age of 55 (compared to a 
retirement age of 60 for men). The laying off of female workers is a local policy. Although existing 
legislation accords protection to women, the actual practice is that most SOEs end up laying off 
more women than men.42 
 
  Women also face discrimination when seeking employment. A 1997 survey 
carried out by an official newspaper for students, found that female graduates from colleges and 
universities face higher refusal rates than male graduates in the job market. Women accounted for 
34 percent of all graduates in 1996. However, 27 out of 42 government organizations at a 1996 job 
fair in Beijing refused to interview female candidates. According to the Beijing Graduate 
Employment Consulting Center, prejudice against women is a social problem, which can only be 
solved when social values and economic levels have risen. 
 
  Employers see women workers as problematic because they get pregnant and 
take time off to care for elderly relatives. In the non-State sector, the costs associated with 
maternity and parental benefits are sometimes avoided by hiring young single women on short-
term contracts on the condition that they will not marry or become pregnant. Young, single 
women are gaining a significant share of jobs in the manufacturing sector and make up as much 

                                                
40 International Labour Organisation. 1994. Employment Policies for Transition to a Market Economy and 

Ministry of Labor as quoted in the International Herald Tribute, 14 October 1998.    
41  Staff and Workers are defined as employees of urban enterprises except those who are employed 

by private enterprises or are self-employed.  
42  Li Xiaojiang. 1994. Economic Reform and the Awakening of Chinese Women’s Collective Consciousness. 
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as 80 percent of the labor force in foreign or joint venture enterprises. The ACFTU, however, 
released a report in 1996 on 914 foreign-funded enterprises, which concluded that the working 
conditions in these enterprises were less than perfect. Women in these enterprises were hired and 
fired at will, had no legal contracts, did not receive equal pay and health and safety standards 
were often ignored.  
 
  Despite the problems, women actively seek jobs in the newly emerging non-State 
sectors given limited employment alternatives, particularly in the rural areas. The light industrial 
jobs, mostly in foreign, joint venture and town and village enterprises (TVEs), offer younger 
women the opportunity to work and to gain a level of economic independence.  
 
  Another impact of rapid and sustained economic growth has been the 
informalization of women’s paid work. Many female workers laid-off by SOEs are working in 
such jobs as food preparation, baby-sitting, domestic work and small-scale retail. The informal 
sector does not provide benefits such as education, childcare and medical coverage. In addition, 
the laws protecting the rights and interests of women are not applicable in this sector. 
 

1. Labor Force Participation and Sector Distribution of Labor43 

 
  Labor force participation is a topic that has been analyzed extensively in a 
number of countries. In many developing economies, besides the productive and reproductive 
characteristics of women, attitudes and culture also play a role in determining their participation 
in the labor market. Labor force participation rates (LFPR) vary across regions and over time 
according to the changes in the age structure, production structure and the final demand for 
goods and services, among other things. LFPR tend to change slowly over time for both men and 
women, but the distribution of employment across sectors (such as agriculture, manufacturing, 
etc.) tends to change at a faster rate. The sector distribution of the labor force across industries 
over time reflects the changes in the opportunities in an economy. Estimated at 75 to 80 percent 
nationally, the LFPR of women in the PRC is one of the highest in the world. Differences in the 
development, industrialization and education patterns, and between the coastal and interior 
provinces are reflected in the pattern of labor distribution. The sector distribution of female and 
male workers in the coastal and interior provinces in 1982 and 1995 are shown in Figures 5.1 
through 5.4. These shares are derived from data on employment figures for all of the PRC (rural 
and urban areas) and cover both formal and informal employment.  
 
  As can be seen in Figures 5 and 6 in 1982 agriculture accounted for the highest 
proportion of employment for both men and women, in both coastal and interior provinces. 
Although this was still the case in 1995, the importance of the agriculture sector for men and 
women’s employment has declined over time. On average, the proportion of total employment 
provided by the agriculture sector for both men and women, in the coastal and interior provinces, 
fell by 20 percent between 1982 and 1995. For women, it was the services sector that absorbed the 
share of employment previously provided by the agriculture sector while for men, the secondary 
sectors provided increased employment opportunities. The most dramatic shift in distribution of 
labor occurred in coastal provinces, and in particular, with respect to female labor distribution. 
By 1995, agriculture still accounted for the largest share of employment, but the distribution was 
fairly evenly split between primary, secondary and tertiary employment. 
 
                                                
43  Subramanian, Ramesh. 1997. Labor Market Returns in the PRC, Background Paper for this Briefing 

Paper, Programs Department East, Division 1. Manila: Asian Development Bank. 
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Figure 5: Sector Distribution of Female Labor 
 

Sources: State Statistical Yearbooks, various years.  
 
  

Figure 6: Sector Distribution of Male Labor 

Sources: State Statistical Yearbooks, various years. 
 
The share of women’s employment in total employment across major sectors by 

region is presented in Table 13. There was a decline in the jobs held by women in the construction 
and transport and communications sectors between 1982 and 1995 in both the coastal and interior 
provinces. These sectors account for approximately 8 percent of total employment in the PRC. 
The share of jobs held by women in the agriculture, manufacturing and services sectors increased 
in both the coastal and interior provinces. The largest proportionate increase was in the services 
sector, which accounts for approximately 26 percent of total employment and has been the most 
rapidly growing sector in the PRC economy. 
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Table 13: Female Share of Total Employment by Sector and Region 
(Percentage) 

Sources: Labor Statistics Yearbook, various issues. 
 
  The sector distribution of female employment, particularly the increased 
proportion of agricultural employment and the differential between coastal and interior 
manufacturing coincides with migration patterns observed in the PRC.44 Many of the economic 
migrants in the PRC tend to be men and younger women, leaving older women in the villages to 
attend to agriculture. Younger women tend to seek employment in the light manufacturing and 
service industry located in the coastal provinces and in the special economic zones. 
 
  In the PRC, the proportion of jobs held by men and women varies across 
economic sectors and within organizational sectors or work units.45 The distribution of women 
staff and workers across economic sectors by organizational structure is given in Table 14. 
Employment in the agriculture sector is much lower than in Table 13, as it is based on staff and 
worker positions only and does not take into account rural enterprises and informal agricultural 
activity. In the urban areas, the manufacturing and service sectors account for the highest 
proportion of female employment; 83 percent of women work in these two sectors. In addition, 
women account for 44.7 percent of all manufacturing employees and 41 percent of all service 
sector employees. Although in 1996, 69.3 percent of women were employed in the State sector, 
this accounted for only 36.4 percent of all State-sector employment. In comparison, women fill 
more than 45 percent of all non-State jobs in the staff and worker category. 
 
  The distribution of female labor by sector is provided in Table 15. Again this 
analysis is based upon gender disaggregated statistics with respect to staff and worker 
employment. There has been a slight growth in the proportion of staff and worker positions held 
by women from 1990 to 1996. There has, however, been a change in distribution over time. There 
has been a shift from the agriculture and manufacturing sectors to the services sector where, in 
1996, 41.3 percent of women were employed compared to 36.5 percent in 1990. This is consistent 
with much of the anecdotal information, which indicates that not only is the service sector 
expanding rapidly, but it is also attracting a greater proportion of women employees. 

                                                
44  Croll, Elisabeth. 1996. Rural Migration in Rural Development in the Evolving Market Economy, FAO. 
45  The State Statistical Yearbook presents employment data in two categories, total employment 

(including urban, rural, formal and informal employment) and staff and workers. Gender 
disaggregated data, by sector and organizational structure is provided only for staff and workers 
statistics. Although staff and workers represent only a portion of formal employment, for analysis 
purposes, it has been assumed that this category can be used as a proxy for formal employment. 

Interior Coastal
Sector 1982 1995 1982 1995
Agriculture 47 49 44 47
Manufacturing 40 41 47 48
Construction 21 15 15 13
Transport/Communication 22 17 23 18
Services 42 51 42 49
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Table 14: Female Formal Employment by Sector, 1996 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 

Table 15: Female Distribution of Staff and Workers by Sector 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  Labor force participation rates, and the distribution of labor among sectors 
changes with economic development. Changes in the demands for goods and services due to 
increases in per capita income over time or across regions in a country can alter the composition 
of employment across economic sectors. Economic growth tends to result in a shift from 
agriculture to manufacturing and services. This can be seen in PRC labor statistics. Changes in the 
overall distribution of labor among sectors can also impact both the LFPR for women and their 
share of employment across sectors. As economic growth triggers an increase in demand for 
goods and services there could be incentives for workers to shift from the primary and informal 
labor markets to manufacturing and services. This may eventually result in a surplus of labor, 
which could reduce the wage level being offered in the secondary and tertiary sectors until an 
equilibrium position is reached. Based on econometric analysis completed as part of a 
background study for this briefing paper, for every 4 percent increase in per capita net income, 
employment in the non-agriculture sector increases by 1 percent. With respect to women, the 
same 4 percent increase in per capita net income resulted in a 0.5 percent increase in service sector 
employment and a 0.6 percent increase in manufacturing employment. Analysis of differentials 
between coastal and interior provinces suggests that the employment transition is occurring more 
slowly in the interior provinces (see Figures 5 and 6). 

Sectoral Distribution of Employment Female as a Percentage of Total
Sector Total State Collective Other Total State Collective Other

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
National Total 100.0 69.3 22.9 7.8 38.7 36.4 44.5 47.5
Agriculture 4.0 96.2 3.2 0.6 37.5 37.7 33.7 37.6
Mining/Quarrying 4.0 85.7 13.8 0.5 26.1 24.4 44.2 24.5
Manufacturing 41.2 55.2 29.8 15.0 44.7 40.6 52.4 48.7
Electricity, Gas/Water Supply 1.5 92.2 4.1 3.7 31.6 31.7 32.6 29.4
Construction 3.6 61.3 36.5 2.2 19.8 21.2 18.2 16.0
Geological/Water Conservancy 0.5 98.4 1.6 0.0 25.0 24.9 26.3 34.6
Transport/Communication 3.9 80.5 18.1 1.4 27.0 26.4 30.3 26.5
Services 41.3 77.6 19.1 3.3 41.0 40.0 47.3 56.7

Sector 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Total Staff and Workers 13,895     14,508     14,792     14,849     14,849     14,908     14,845     
Female Staff and Workers 5,294       5,483       5,586       5,542       5,646       5,755       5,745       
% Female Staff and Workers 38.1% 37.8% 37.8% 37.3% 38.0% 38.6% 38.7%

Agriculture 5.5% 5.3% 5.0% 4.8% 4.5% 4.3% 4.0%
Mining/Quarrying 4.2% 4.2% 4.1% 4.1% 4.0% 4.1% 4.0%
Manufacturing 44.4% 44.1% 43.7% 43.6% 43.0% 42.7% 41.2%
Electricity, Gas/Water Supply 1.3% 1.3% 1.3% 1.3% 1.3% 1.4% 1.5%
Construction 3.8% 3.7% 3.7% 3.7% 3.6% 3.5% 3.6%
Geological/Water Conservancy 0.7% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6% 0.5%
Transport/Communication 3.6% 3.6% 3.6% 3.8% 3.8% 3.8% 3.9%
Services 36.5% 37.2% 38.0% 38.1% 39.2% 39.6% 41.3%
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2. Wage Rates and Determinants of Earnings 
 
  One example of how economic growth has affected the livelihood of the citizens 
of the PRC is the wage growth, in real and nominal terms, experienced since the introduction of 
economic reforms. An assessment of monthly average wages of staff and workers by employment 
unit is shown in Table 16. Over the 12 years from 1985 to 1996, wages increased by more than five 
times in nominal terms, with an average real growth in wages of approximately 4.3 percent per 
annum. The largest increase was in the non-State sector with an average annual growth of 6.2 
percent in real terms. In 1996, the average wage in this sector was 31.5 percent higher than in the 
State and collective sectors. Although only 7.8 percent of women staff and workers are employed 
in the non-State sector, they account for 47.5 percent of the non-State work force; the highest 
proportion of women staff and workers. The lowest wages and lowest growth rates were in the 
urban collective category of staff and workers. Almost 23 percent of women workers were 
employed by these entities and women account for 44.5 percent of all jobs in this category.  
 

Table 16: Nominal Average Wages for Staff and Workers 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  SOEs have as many as 23 million surplus workers, and women could account for 
as much as 70 percent of those to be laid off as SOE reforms intensify. The traditional migration of 
women workers is from SOEs to urban collective units and TVEs.46 Wages and benefits are lower 
in the urban collective units and the TVEs. While female LFPRs are high by international 
standards in the PRC, and while women are filling many of the new jobs created in the non-State 
sectors, the participation rates alone mask the fact that there is a threat to women’s wages as the 
reform process continues. This problem is recognized by the ACWF. The ACWF offers programs 
for women workers to improve their skills and to enhance their ability to retain jobs in the more 
lucrative sectors in the economy.  
  The highest average monthly wage is paid in the electricity, gas and water 
supply sector, followed by the transport and communications and services sectors. Table 17 
                                                
46  The wage data provided in Tables 17 and 18 do not include wages for town and village enterprises 

as employees in these enterprises are considered “rural workers” versus “staff and workers”. 

Description Year Total State Collective Other
Average monthly wages in yuan 1985 1,148 1,213 967 1,436

1986 1,329 1,414 1,092 1,629
1987 1,459 1,546 1,207 1,879
1988 1,747 1,853 1,426 2,382
1989 1,935 2,055 1,557 2,707
1990 2,140 2,284 1,681 2,987
1991 2,340 2,477 1,866 3,468
1992 2,711 2,878 2,109 3,966
1993 3,371 3,532 2,592 4,966
1994 4,538 4,797 3,245 6,303
1995 6,500 5,625 3,931 7,463
1996 6,210 6,280 4,302 8,261

Real growth rate in wages 4.3% 3.9% 2.7% 6.2%

Women as a percentage of the work force 38.7% 36.4% 44.5% 47.5%

Percentage of women by employment category 100.0% 69.3% 22.9% 7.8%
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provides an assessment of average monthly wages by sector. These three sectors have also had 
the greatest average annual wage increases in nominal terms. Women hold 31.6 percent of jobs in 
the electricity, gas and water supply sector, although this sector accounts for only 1.5 percent of 
total female employment. About 41 percent of women are employed in the services sector and 
women hold approximately 41 percent of all jobs in the sector.  Within the services sector, the 
highest wages are paid by the banking, insurance, real estate, scientific research and polytechnic 
industries. Approximately 3.6 percent of women work in these fields accounting for 
approximately 36.9 percent of the total work force.  
 

Table 17: Average Wages of Staff and Workers by Sector 
 

Source: State Statistical Yearbook, 1997. 
 
  Gender differentials in labor market outcomes, particularly in wages, have been 
of considerable interest in development and labor economics. Knowing the extent that education 
pays in terms of market returns and the extent that individual characteristics factor into wage 
determination provides inputs into formulating effective education and labor market policies. A 
number of studies have focused on market wage rewards to the education attainments of men 
and women in both developed and developing countries.47 These studies provide limited 
evidence on wage returns to education and other characteristics in the PRC, due to lack of 
suitable micro data. Given the different stages of the development process between urban and 
rural and coastal and interior PRC, it is also important to analyze whether returns to education 
and other productive characteristics change substantially depending on the location within the 
PRC. 
 
  Another issue of topical relevance in the PRC is the impact of economic reforms 
on wages and wage returns to productive characteristics. Until recently, PRC labor markets were 
controlled by State-determined wages and through restrictions on labor mobility. Wages were 
                                                
47  Schultz, T. Paul. 1993.  Investments in the Schooling and Health of Men and Women: Quantities and 

Returns. Journal of Human Resources, Vol. 28, No. 4, 695-734. Schultz, T. Paul. 1995. Returns to 
Reproducible Human Capital and Development. mimeo, Economic Growth Centre. Yale University. 
Strauss, John and Thomas Duncan. 1995. Human Resources: Empirical Modeling of Household and 
Family Decisions. Chapter 34 in J.R. Behrman and T.N. Srinivasan (eds) Handbook of Development 
Economics, Volume III, Amsterdam: Elsevier Science B.V. 

Electricity, Geological, Transport/
Agri- Mining/ Manu- Gas/Water Con- Water Communi-

Description Year Total culture Quarrying facturing Supply struction Conservancy cations Services
Average monthly 1985 1,148       898 1,324 1,112 1,239 1,362 1,406 1,275 1,082
wages in yuan 1986 1,329 1,048 1,569 1,275 1,497 1,536 1,604 1,476 1,277

1987 1,459 1,143 1,663 1,418 1,677 1,684 1,768 1,621 1,385
1988 1,747 1,280 1,964 1,710 1,971 1,959 2,025 1,941 1,733
1989 1,935 1,389 2,378 1,900 2,241 2,166 2,199 2,197 1,902
1990 2,140 1,541 2,718 2,073 2,656 2,384 2,465 2,426 2,146
1991 2,340 1,652 2,942 2,289 2,922 2,649 2,707 2,686 2,329
1992 2,711 1,828 3,209 2,635 3,392 3,066 3,222 3,114 2,799
1993 3,371 2,042 3,711 3,348 4,319 3,779 3,717 4,273 3,533
1994 4,538 2,819 4,679 4,283 6,155 4,894 5,450 5,690 5,328
1995 5,500 3,522 5,757 5,169 7,843 5,785 5,962 6,948 6,100
1996 6,210 4,050 6,482 5,642 8,816 6,249 6,581 7,870 6,966

Average annual growth
  in nominal terms 16.8% 15.0% 15.7% 16.1% 19.8% 15.0% 15.5% 18.3% 19.0%
Percentage of jobs held
  by women in the sector 38.7% 37.5% 26.1% 44.7% 31.6% 19.8% 25.0% 27.0% 41.0%
Percetnage of women 
  in the sector 100.0% 4.0% 4.0% 41.2% 1.5% 3.6% 0.5% 3.9% 41.3%
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determined by administrative decision rather than by market forces. The assignment of jobs was 
based on administrative decision rather than on worker preferences, characteristics or market 
forces. However, as market-based reforms in the State sector deepen enterprise and unit 
managers will be given greater flexibility in recruiting the workers best qualified for the job and 
in rewarding individuals based on productivity-related criteria. Also, workers will have the 
freedom to seek jobs that maximize income and job satisfaction. 
 
  A number of recent studies have focused attention on the determinants of 
earnings in the PRC.48 The results of these studies indicate that education does provide a wage 
premium in the PRC, but that it is smaller in comparison with other countries. While income or 
earnings functions indicate that both men and women receive modest returns to education, there 
is a significant difference between them at the university level. For women, wage returns range 
from 19 percent for some primary schooling to about 57 percent for a college degree. For men, the 
wage returns range from 24.5 percent to 47 percent. The studies have also shown that wage 
discrimination against women tends to increase with age. 
 
  Researchers have analyzed how much of the gender difference in mean incomes 
is due to differences in characteristics and how much could be attributed to differences in the 
income-generating process itself.49 Based on this analysis 46 percent of the wage difference 
between men and women was attributed to differences in characteristics, such as education, age, 
occupation, ownership of unit of employment, economic sector or provincial location. The 
remaining 54 percent was attributed to factors outside of the analytical model, such as gender 
discrimination, which led to differences in the income-generating process between men and 
women. 
 
  Similar analysis for workers in the rural industrial sector (i.e. TVEs), shows that 
men are more likely to find wage employment in rural industries and that women who do obtain 
wage employment earn 14 percent less than men.50 The rural enterprise sample consisted of 2,203 
individuals. This indicates that rural women face greater wage discrimination than urban women. 
However, education is rewarded marginally better in rural areas rather than in the urban 
industrial sector. 
 
  Estimated returns to education derived from a large survey conducted over eight 
provinces51 indicated that the return to women’s education tends to exceed that of men. The 
employment coefficients indicate that women employed in the urban state/collective sector 
receive significantly lower wages than those employed by the private/joint-ownership 
enterprises sector. In urban areas, men working in the State and collective sectors tend to earn 
more than their counterparts employed by private ventures. This pattern supports the large 
amount of anecdotal evidence available that the conditions are not in favor of equality of 
                                                
48  Byron, Raymond P. and Evelyn Nalatot. 1990. Returns to Education in China. Economic 

Development and Cultural Change. Knight, John and Lina Song. 1993. Why Urban Wages Differ in 
China, in Keith Griffen and Zhao Renwei (eds), The Distribution of Income in China. London: 
MacMillan Press. 

49  Knight, John and Lina Song. 1993. Why Urban Wages Differ in China in Keith Griffen and Zhao 
Renwei (eds), The Distribution of Income in China. London: MacMillan Press. 

50  Knight, John and Lina Song. 1993. Workers in China’s Rural Industries in Keith Griffen and Zhao, 
Renwei (eds), The Distribution of Income in China. London: MacMillan Press. 

51  The China Economic, Health and Nutrition Survey was conducted by the Carolina Population 
Center at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. It is a panel survey with data collected in 
1989, 1991 and 1993 for the same individuals. 
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employment or earnings opportunities between men and women in TVE and urban collective 
enterprises. The employment opportunities and wages in the State sector are determined by rules 
and regulations, which stipulate equal pay for equal work. In the private/joint-ownership 
enterprises, competitive forces may be exerting pressures on employers to not only attract the 
most competent employees, but to pay them on the basis of their competence.  
 
  As the economic reforms progress, one would expect pressure from the demand 
side for educated and skilled workers, which would tend to increase the returns to education. 
However, the supply of educated workers also increases as a result of the reforms, which may 
drive down the returns. Rewards to productive characteristics will give employers generally  
more freedom to select employees and to set wages and reward workers according to their 
individual characteristics and performance. 
 
  Wage rewards to productivity related characteristics, mainly education, have 
increased significantly as the PRC’s market-oriented reforms have progressed. Returns to 
experience, measured by age, also reflect the relative differences in skill levels. The youngest 
workers (below age 25) suffered a decline in earnings over time relative to those in the prime age 
group because they lack the required skills. The older workers (those above 56 years of 
experience) experienced a relative decline in earnings because their skills have become obsolete. 
However, these changes over time are more gradual in the PRC, reflecting the more controlled 
pace of reform in the country as compared to other transition economies.52 
 
  Returns to education are significantly higher for women than men in both urban 
and rural areas, and these relative returns are higher in the interior than in the coastal provinces. 
There is some evidence to suggest that there is a positive correlation between individual wage 
growth over time and returns to productive characteristics.  Wages have grown at a higher rate in 
the interior provinces than in the coastal provinces, and women in the former group received 
higher returns to education than have women in the latter group. 
 
  There are two possible explanations why returns to education differ by gender. 
In most developing economies, the fraction of women with higher secondary and post-secondary 
education is smaller than that for men. This is true for the PRC. Assuming that female labor is 
perfectly substitutable for male labor, this relative scarcity of women with higher levels of 
education may be driving up the marginal returns to their human capital. The evidence suggests 
that this appears to be the case for post-secondary education. While mean educational attainment, 
as measured in years of education, does not differ much by gender, the distribution across the 
different educational levels does differ. Women on the whole are less educated than men in the 
PRC. This disparity could explain the higher wage returns to women at the post-secondary level, 
but it does not explain the higher returns they derive at the other levels.  
 
  The second possibility is that if most male wage earners work in sectors (e.g. 
manufacturing, construction, etc.) in which physical strength is important, the wage premium 
may be considerable for men with low schooling and low-skill jobs. If this occupation-education-
wage pattern holds, then the returns to education, particularly above primary levels, would be 

                                                
52  Brainerd. 1996. and Gustafsson, Bjorn and Li Shi. 1997. Economic Transformation in Urban China and 

the Gender Earnings Gap. Manuscript, Institute of Economics and Statistics, Beijing.  
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higher for females than males.53 This pattern is likely to continue since women with higher levels 
of education are being employed in the services industries primarily with private and joint 
venture ownership structures. 
 
  The estimated wage equations for 1988, 1991 and 1995 indicate that the wage gap 
between males and females closes as educational attainment increases. For the PRC as a whole, it 
takes about 17 years of education to reach male-female wage parity, with experience, sector of 
employment, urban/rural and provincial location held constant (see Figure 7). However, it takes 
only nine years of schooling for urban wage earners to attain wage parity (see Figure 8). Figure 9 
shows that rural areas follow the national trend with parity achieved at approximately 17 years. 
In areas with more urbanization (and probably with greater exposure to market forces), wage 
parity is attained earlier and women’s returns on education exceed those of men after 10 years of 
education has been completed. 
 

Figure 7: Predicted Wages Against Education - National 
 

Source: Subramaniam, 1998. 
  
 

                                                
53  Goldin (1992) reports that similar patterns were observed in the United States in the early 20th 

century. Deolalikar (1997) presents evidence that female wage earners in Indonesia and Cambodia 
receive higher returns to education due to similar labor market conditions. 
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Table 8: Predicted Wages Against Education - Urban 

 Source: Subramaniam, 1998. 
 

Table 9: Predicted Wages Against Education - Rural 
 

 Source: Surbramaniam, 1998. 
 
 
  Labor market experience is another important factor in the determination of 
wages as shown in Figure 10. In urban PRC, the labor force participation rate for women is high, 
and there has been near-universal labor force participation since the 1960s.54 Given this pattern, 
the largest difference between the work experience of men and women seems to arise from 
differential retirement policies. The retirement age for women has been consistently lower than 
                                                
54  Rawski, Thomas. 1979. Economic Growth and Employment in China. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 
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for men. With the exception of older workers, it is likely that there will be little variation in work 
experience among men and women in the same age groups. This was confirmed in all surveys 
examined for this study. The differences in experience matter, particularly for older women in 
urban labor markets. The female experience-earnings profile peaks, in the 52 to 55 age group and 
begins to fall earlier than for men. These profiles indicate that the early retirement of women does 
have an effect on their earnings, considering that those women in the labor market after age 55 
are those who would be better off by working rather than retiring. 
 

Figure 10: Predicted Wages Against Experience 

  Source: Subramaniam, 1998. 
  

  Evidence based on large-scale surveys indicates that the raw earnings gap 
between male and female urban workers increased slightly by 1 percent over a span of seven 
years from 1988, when the female to male earnings ratio was 83.7 percent, to 1995 with a ratio of 
82.7 percent. Decomposition of this wage gap based on estimated wage functions shows that the 
fraction of the gap explained by differences in the characteristics of male and female workers 
declined from 47.5 percent to 41 percent. The remaining 52.5 percent and 59 percent, respectively 
in 1988 and 1995, can be explained by differences in the income-generating mechanism. The wage 
gap for women is particularly evident for younger and older female workers and women with 
lower education levels (primary or below).   
 
  The studies discussed above indicate an unexplained wage gap, of about 10 
percent, between males and females. By international comparison, this gap is small. The raw 
wage gap of 18 percent is also smaller than that observed in many other Asian economies. In 
Indonesia, for example, the urban female-male wage ratio was 54.4 in 1990, while in India it was 
55.8.  In the Philippines, the ratio was higher than these two countries at 75.5 in 1988; the ratio in 
Thailand was higher than the PRC at 90 in 1989. In these countries, the components due to 
differences in mean characteristics are smaller, and those due to differences in the income-
generating process are larger than the evidence presented for the PRC.55  

                                                
55  Horton, Susan (ed). 1996. Women and Industrialization in Asia. London: Routledge. 
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Chapter 4. GENDER POLICIES AND PROGRAMS   
 
 
A. Government Initiatives and the All China Women’s Federation (ACWF) 
 
  The Government has stated that it “Recognizes and respects the principal of 
sexual equality affirmed in the United Nations Charter” and that it “is convinced that the key to 
achieving sexual equality is to enable women to take part in development as equals of men”.56 
The ACWF was established in 1949 to promote legislation to ensure that women’s rights and 
interests are protected. The ACWF was founded as a mass nongovernment organization for 
uniting and emancipating all women in the PRC. The ACWF’s objectives are to: (i) unify and 
mobilize women to participate in the PRC’s reforms; (ii) educate women including the training of 
women professionals; (iii) participate in the management and supervision of state and public 
affairs on behalf of women; and (iv) provide services to women and children. The ACWF 
operates across all levels of government (State, provincial and local). In addition, women’s issues 
are promoted by women’s units and bureaus within the Government, Communist Party and 
trade unions. Women’s studies programs are being introduced in universities and institutes and 
many organizations have women’s research units. 
 
  The Government has recognized the issues and challenges facing women as a 
result of the reform process and is working with the ACWF to address some of these challenges. 
Since 1979, the ACWF has received assistance from UNICEF, United Nations Development Fund 
for Women (UNIFEM), the United Nations University and bilateral assistance from a number of 
countries.  ACWF is involved in the retraining and education of women laid off from the SOEs. 
ACWF undertakes regular public awareness campaigns documenting the benefits of diversity 
and the value of girl children, operates the Women’s College in Beijing and several training 
centers throughout the PRC, promotes improved legislation and State programs for the protection 
and equal treatment of women and is involved in a number of poverty alleviation programs. 
 
  The UN Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing in 
August/September 1995. In preparing for the conference, the Program for the Development of 
Chinese Women (1995-2000) was formulated. In the Program, the Government laid out specific 
targets to: (i) enhance the degree of women’s participation in decision-making and management 
of state and social affairs; (ii) organize women to take an active part in the reform and 
modernization efforts so as to promote the development of social productivity; (iii) guarantee 
women’s rights to labor; (iv) develop women’s education and raise women’s scientific and 
cultural level; (v) further improve the health of women and guarantee their access to family 
planning; (vi) promote the establishment of civilized, harmonious and stable families with 
equality between husband and wife; (vii) effectively ban violence against women, criminal acts of 
abducting and trafficking women, and illegal activities of prostitution; (viii) pay great attention to 
and help the development of women in border and remote areas, poverty-stricken and ethnic 
minority areas; (ix) improve social environment for the development of women and improve their 
quality of life; (x) expand exchanges between women from the PRC and women from other 
countries to promote world peace; and (xi) establish a mechanism of trend studies of women’s 
status, data collection and information spreading.    
 

                                                
56  Information Office of the State Council of the PRC. 1994. Situation of Chinese Women. Beijing. 
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  Following the Conference, the ACWF identified follow-up actions, which were 
required in order to implement the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The first priority 
is that of poverty alleviation. The ACWF, together with other Government departments attach 
importance to the development of women in remote, poor and ethnic minority areas. The ACWF 
has set as a target helping one million women to obtain stable access to food and clothing through 
practical skill training, developing household economy and optimizing the production structure. 
 
  The second focal area will be for ACWF to continue its assistance to women who 
have been laid-off from SOEs.  The ACWF will continue to assist labor departments in designing 
and implementing re-employment projects and strengthen vocational and technical training for 
women.  A target of re-employing one million women has been set. 
 
  Eliminating illiteracy among young and middle-aged women is one of the key 
components of the Platform for Action.  As women make up the majority of the PRC’s illiterate 
population, ACWF will continue its literacy campaign. ACWF, in coordination with the State 
Education Commission, aims to eliminate illiteracy among three million women annually. In 
addition, the ACWF will continue to support the Spring Bud Project, which has been designed to 
help girls to finish their school education through the provision of funding. 
 
  In addition to these specific actions, the ACWF will continue to promote 
women’s political participation and encourage women to seek to be involved in decision-making 
and management in both their personal and professional lives. Stable family structures, health, 
education and the safeguarding of women’s rights and interests are supported by the ACWF. 
 
  In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of publications 
specifically addressing women’s issues. Examples include (i) Nongye Baishi Tong (Rural Women 
Knowing All), which aims to raise women’s literacy by providing interesting reading material on 
women’s health and sexuality, legal issues and agricultural information using a limited 
vocabulary; (ii) Shijie Funu Bojian (Women’s World Vision) which is targeted to an urban 
audience; and (iii) Funu Yanjiu (Women’s Studies Magazine) which provides a more academic 
view of women’s research studies.  Although nongovernment organization (NGO) activity is at a 
nascent stage in the PRC, a Directory of Chinese Women’s NGOs was compiled by the Ford 
Foundation and published in the spring of 1997. 
 
B. Bilateral and Multilateral Involvement in Women in Development (WID) and Gender 

and Development (GAD) Projects/Programs 
 
  There has been a significant amount of bilateral and multilateral involvement in 
women’s issues in the PRC. The UNDP is currently compiling a Compendium of Gender and 
Development Projects Supported by International Donors. Many programs are focused on 
poverty alleviation, women’s health, education and training. In addition, donors are becoming 
increasingly involved in newer program areas such as microcredit, multisector projects, assistance 
to women in agriculture, sexually transmitted disease and drug addiction prevention, 
institutionalizing gender disaggregated information and legal issues. 
 
  The largest bilateral assistance programs for women and gender projects in the 
PRC are implemented by: (i) the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), 
with several projects focusing on education, women and children’s health, poverty alleviation 
and improved agricultural production; (ii) the Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA) with projects in the areas of income generation, maternal and child health care and 
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women’s law; and (iii) the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) 
whose projects focus on women in journalism, women in management, institutional 
strengthening of ACWF and assistance to the State Statistical Bureau to improve the capacity for 
the collection of gender disaggregated statistics. In addition, smaller programs are being 
implemented by Belgium, Finland, the German Development Cooperation (GTZ), the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and the Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation. 
 
  A number of multilateral agencies are actively involved in gender issues in the 
PRC. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has developed a Plan 
of Action for Women in Development (1997-2001). The Plan provides a framework for integrating 
the gender perspective into all FAO programs and activities. In addition, FAO has a number of 
projects in the areas of women in agriculture, population and development and rural migration. 
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) is active in the PRC, with projects dealing with labor 
administration and action on the behalf of women and on disseminating information with respect 
to women worker’s rights. The UNDP defines gender equality as being an intrinsic dimension of 
sustainable human development. In addition to incorporating the gender perspective across all 
programs, the UNDP has a number of projects focusing on poverty alleviation, sustainable 
agriculture development, education and gender awareness.  Through various UN agencies (such 
as the United Nations Population Fund, UNICEF, UNIFEM and United Nations Volunteers), 
projects are currently underway that address reproductive health, education, poverty alleviation 
and improving the degree of gender responsiveness of the State Statistical Bureau. 
 
  Thirteen of the 54 ongoing World Bank projects in the PRC target women 
directly, most of which are financed through concessional funds from the International 
Development Association (IDA). The World Bank’s social sector lending tends to focus on the 
poorer rural areas and is designed to improve women’s access to primary health care, redressing 
gender imbalances in educational attainment and enhancing employment and economic 
prospects for women. 
 
  Several international nongovernment organizations are involved in gender 
programs, most notably the Ford Foundation, the Asia Foundation, Medecins Sans Frontieres, 
Save the Children (UK) and Plan International. The largest program is supported by the Ford 
Foundation, with an emphasis on reproductive health care, economic reform and social 
consequences, rural poverty and resources, and legal rights and governance.  
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Chapter 5. BANK OPERATIONS AND GENDER ISSUES 
 
  The Bank’s Country Operational Strategy for the PRC was finalized in May 1997. 
The strategy emphasizes three broad objectives: (i) improving economic efficiency; (ii) promoting 
economic growth to reduce poverty in inland provinces; and (iii) enhancing environmental 
protection and natural resource management. To achieve these objectives, the strategy includes: 
(i) promoting market-based policy changes in the interior provinces to attract greater foreign and 
domestic   investment;   (ii)   creating  conditions  to  foster  growth  in  the  interior  provinces; 
(iii) improving the environment and infrastructure in urban centers; (iv) promoting rural job 
creation by developing TVEs and revitalizing agriculture; and (v) improving the transport, 
communication and marketing linkages between the interior provinces and the rapidly growing 
centers on the east coast. 
 
  The Bank’s operational strategy recognizes the need to address social concerns 
such as unemployment and poverty and consider the impact of development projects on women 
and vulnerable groups. However, the Government’s external debt management policy limits 
foreign borrowings to concessional sources for projects in the social sectors because they yield 
lower financial returns. Given the PRC’s lack of access to the Asian Development Fund (ADF), the 
Bank has experienced difficulty deepening its involvement in the social sectors. This has limited 
the opportunity for the Bank to design and implement interventions aimed specifically at women 
(e.g. health, education, microcredit, and direct poverty alleviation). Efforts will continue, 
however, to identify projects in agriculture, rural development, human resource development, 
environment and social sectors that yield sufficient financial returns to repay loans from the 
Bank’s ordinary capital resources (OCR).. In addition, through its TA and economic and sector 
work program, the Bank will help to strengthen the institutional and management capabilities of 
key agencies in social development and environmental management and the policy environment 
prevailing in these sectors. The Bank will continue to maximize the social development benefits 
available from identified projects.  
 
 A. Bank’s 1998-2001 Lending and Technical Assistance Program 
 
  Gender issues have been, and will continue to be, considered in all aspects of the 
Bank’s lending and technical assistance programs. Specific gender concerns will be identified 
through the conduct of social impact assessments for loan projects, with particular emphasis on 
those projects located in minority and poverty areas. An analysis of the Bank’s program for the 
PRC, and potential gender implications, is presented below by sector. 
 

 1. Transport and Communications 
 
  The Bank’s operations in the transport sector have focused on reducing key 
bottlenecks in the country’s main transport modes (highways, railways and ports). The Bank’s 
1998-2001 lending program includes approximately seven highway projects, one railway project 
and one project for port development. In addition, a number of technical assistance projects have 
been programmed to support improved governance in the sector and address policy, institutional 
and technical issues. 
 
  Women are directly and indirectly affected by these projects. For example, 
improved roads may provide the opportunity for larger numbers of men to commute to nearby 
urban centers for off-farm employment. This could result in an increase in the workload of 
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women who are left behind to care for the farm. There are also gender impacts associated with 
major road construction works including the effects of increased earnings gaps between men and 
women (men are more likely to be involved in construction activities) and the increase in the 
proportion of men within the community (as workers migrate to the construction project site). 
Social impact assessments that include a gender analysis will be undertaken to ensure that both 
direct and indirect impacts on women are identified and addressed.  
 

In addition, many of the highway and railway projects involve some 
resettlement. The Bank places a high priority on ensuring that acceptable resettlement plans are in 
place prior to the approval of any proposed project. Greater efforts will be made to ensure that 
the special needs of women are considered in developing resettlement plans and women, 
especially those from female-headed households, will receive the same benefits as men, including 
access to income opportunities. As many of the highway and railway projects will be located in 
poorer, inland provinces, improved transportation facilities should result in improved economic 
conditions, which should eventually result in improved quality of life for both women and men 
living in the project areas. However, gender impacts associated with the projects, particularly 
during the construction phase, need to be adequately recognized and taken into consideration 
during project design. 

 
The risk of the spread of socially transmitted diseases increases in and around 

construction camps used for large infrastructure projects. The Bank will help to reduce this risk. 
Contractors employed under Bank-financed projects will be required to disseminate information 
on the risks of socially transmitted diseases to those employed during project implementation. 
 

2. Energy 
 
  In the energy sector, the power subsector will continue to be the focus of Bank 
assistance given the need to overcome the prevailing electricity shortages. The Bank will finance 
power projects (hydro, thermal, wind and transmission) with priority given to those located in 
the interior provinces and those that involve the Bank in facilitating the transfer of advanced 
technology. Bank assistance to expand generation and transmission capacity will be 
complemented by operational activities to promote energy conservation and reduce system 
losses. The 1998-2001 lending program includes ten power, rehabilitation and transmission 
projects. A number of technical assistance projects will address issues in the power sector 
including private sector financing, energy conservation, alternative energy sources, and policy, 
legal and regulatory reform of the sector. 
 
  In designing energy projects, it is important to assess the differing needs of men 
and women. As with projects in the transport sector, large-scale construction (and its resulting 
impacts on comparative wages and the issues associated with migrant workers) and resettlement 
will be involved for most of the power projects, particularly the hydropower projects. In many 
instances, inundation caused by a reservoir can result in women having to walk further to gather 
fuel wood and reduce land available for subsistence agriculture. The Bank will continue to 
specifically address the impact on women in its overall social assessments and through the 
resettlement plans. 
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 3. Industry  
 
  While the industry sector underwent significant transformation in the 1980s and 
1990s, its performance continues to be governed by some of the structures that are characteristic 
of a State-owned economy. Further SOE reform is at the center of the PRC’s reform policies. 
Reforms in the fiscal, financial, banking and social sectors are contingent upon the success of SOE 
reform. The 1998-2001 lending program includes five projects for urban environment 
improvement and energy conservation that will involve enterprise reform and one for industrial 
enterprise reform and restructuring. In addition, the technical assistance program includes a 
number of projects designed to support the Government’s SOE reform program, pension reform, 
environmental improvement and management, promotion of energy efficient and 
environmentally friendly technologies and sector issues. 
 
  Women may be adversely affected by the enterprise reform process. A critical 
component of reforms includes the separation of schools, nurseries (creches) and hospitals from 
the primary business activities. Women who continue to be employed by the enterprises will be 
required to arrange for pre and after school care for their children. This will not only be more 
costly, but it will also be more logistically difficult to arrange. In addition, the reforms will also 
involve the laying off of several million redundant employees. Although women account for 
approximately 30 percent of SOE employees, they may account for as many as 70 percent of the 
laid off work force.  
 

The Bank’s involvement in enterprise reform will review and assess the potential 
negative impacts on women and will focus on ensuring that sufficient mitigating actions are built 
into the project design to minimize the negative impacts of labor downsizing and to ensure that 
women are not disproportionately affected by enterprise restructuring. As part of economic and 
sector work, the Bank will explore opportunities to review and assess the impact of SOE reform 
on women with a view to developing mitigating measures to lessen the disproportionately 
negative impacts on women.  
 
  The Bank’s involvement in the industry sector will also cover working conditions 
and worker safety. These elements are of particular interest in TVEs and joint venture companies 
where women account for a significant portion of the labor force. Addressing these issues will 
include a review of the special needs of women and will eventually benefit all employees, 
including women.  
 

4. Finance 
 
  In the financial sector, the Bank has supported the development of a more 
competitive and diversified financial sector. The Bank’s strategy has aimed at specific 
interventions to strengthen the policy and regulatory framework and to improve access to credit 
by the non-State sector. The Bank’s 1998-2001 lending program includes assistance to help  
strengthen the financial infrastructure (e.g. payment systems). The technical assistance program 
includes assistance for pension reform as well as studies related to policy, regulatory and 
institutional issues. 
 
  Although not yet defined, the financial institution project included in the Bank’s 
lending program is likely to involve a credit line component to provide foreign exchange to small 
and medium enterprises, many of which would be TVEs. Subproject selection criteria and specific 
lending covenants could incorporate enterprise reform, worker safety and gender issues. 
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  While the specific impacts to women of financial sector projects are difficult to 
quantify, the field of pension reform is complex and gender issues need to be addressed. Given 
the disparity between official retirement ages, the extent to which women are affected by pension 
reform will differ from men. Not only do women have shorter working lives, women also tend to 
live longer than men.. Therefore women require pension support over a greater period of time. 
Care will need to be taken to ensure women’s issues are accorded the appropriate level of review 
when designing pension reform projects. Pension reforms need to be designed to mitigate 
potentially negative impacts on women. As part of economic and sector work, the Bank will 
explore opportunities to assess the gender aspects of pension reform. 
 

5. Social Infrastructure 
 
  The pace of urban growth and industrialization is surpassing the Government’s 
capacity to supply basic urban services and social infrastructure in most of the PRC’s cities. This 
has led to the deterioration in the quality of life for urban residents and degradation of the urban 
environment. The Bank is becoming more actively involved in projects to improve water supply, 
wastewater treatment and the rehabilitation of critical water sources. The 1998-2001 program 
includes five projects involving water supply, wastewater treatment, water resource management 
and environmental rehabilitation of water sources. In addition, the technical assistance program 
includes projects for urban development and waste management, an assessment of water short 
cities capacity building and policy issues such as cost recovery and tariffs. 
 
  As with transport and energy sector projects, many of the water supply and 
wastewater treatment projects will involve resettlement. Resettlement plans and social impact 
assessments, with a particular focus on women and other vulnerable groups, will be conducted 
during Project processing. In addition, the involvement of women will be promoted during 
design, operation and maintenance of water supply and urban development projects to ensure 
greater effectiveness in the delivery and utilization of these essential services.  
 
 6. Agriculture and Rural Development  
 
  The Bank’s agriculture and rural development operations have been modest due 
to the PRC’s lack of access to ADF and the Government’s policy of primarily using concessional 
funds and domestic resources to develop this sector. The focus of the Bank’s strategy in the 
agriculture sector is to improve the market orientation of the sector and to support the efficient 
management, development and use of natural resources. The Bank assistance in this sector will be 
targeted to the poor through enhancements in income-earning opportunities, access to markets 
and strengthening of institutions. The 1998-2001 lending program includes three projects focusing 
on restructuring and rehabilitation of agriculture business and natural resource protection. In 
addition, the technical assistance program includes a number of grants designed to assist the 
Government’s efforts in strengthening the legal and regulatory framework for investments in 
agriculture, natural resources management, rural credit and poverty reduction. 
 
  For agricultural and rural development projects, the specific benefits to, and 
potential risks for, women need to be examined and addressed. The impact of rural enterprise 
reforms (particularly reforms to agribusiness) could be similar to those experienced through SOE 
reform. The Bank will ensure that due consideration is given to gender issues in the design and 
implementation of these projects using beneficiary participation and social impact assessment 
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techniques. Also, efforts will be made to design projects in these sectors to directly involve and 
benefit women. 
 
 7. Health and Education 
 
  While the Government’s commitment to improving the health and education 
standards is evident in the sector indicators, it has financed initiatives in these areas primarily 
through domestic sources in combination with concessional financing from bilateral and 
multilateral sources. The Bank has not made loans to PRC for health or education projects. The 
Bank is providing technical assistance in the education sector. The 1998-2000 technical assistance 
program includes five projects covering policy reforms for higher education, minority education 
and capacity building. The program does not envisage assistance to the health sector. 
 
  The past technical assistance projects, and those in the pipeline, are not 
specifically designed for women. However, project components continue to focus on the 
educational needs of girls, the development of education strategies for women and girls in 
minority areas and the collection of gender disaggregated educational statistics. 
 
B. Conclusion 
 
  Given the operational constraints arising from the PRC’s lack of access to ADF, 
there will be few opportunities available to design, develop and implement loan-financed projects 
specifically designed to address gender issues. However, gender issues have been, and will 
continue to be, considered in the Bank’s lending and technical assistance programs. Specific 
gender concerns will be identified through the completion of social impact assessments for loan 
projects, with particular emphasis on those projects located in minority and poverty areas. The 
special needs of women will be considered while developing resettlement action plans and 
enterprise restructuring programs.  
 
  Overall, the Bank’s gender strategy for the PRC is to assess the likely impacts of 
the PRC Country Assistance Program on women and build appropriate mitigation measures into 
the program design to ensure that any negative impacts will not be disproportionately borne by 
women. The Bank will continue to monitor the policy developments that may have an impact on 
the status of women and incorporate gender considerations into the design of lending and TA 
projects that have a direct impact on beneficiaries. Particular attention will be paid to those 
projects with focus on SOE reforms and the TVE sector. The Bank will continue to monitor 
interventions of other multilateral and bilateral agencies and institutions to explore the scope for 
possible collaboration. 
 
  The Bank will review projects on a project-by-project basis to identify and 
ameliorate gender impacts in accordance with the Bank’s Policy on Gender and Development. 
Opportunities to support gender impacts will be identified as part of the Bank’s continuing 
economic and sector work, gender issues will be included in policy discussions where 
appropriate and directly relevant to Bank operations, and key gender indicators will be 
monitored as part of the regular country assessment of PRC.  
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