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The Rise of Online Education in China
Xiaochang He

Sophomore, Faculty of Economics

1. Introduction

This paper explores the recent rapid rise of online education in China, a topic that was inspired by
our online discussion with some Chinese students from Renmin University held in fall, 2020, as part of the
short-term research program of this academic year. During the discussion, all the participants delivered
presentations on their own selected topics, and 1 spoke about the roles of online platforms in China’s
economic recovery after the Covid-19 outbreak. When I was attending senior high school in China several
years ago, I used to be quite familiar with online education. However, since graduation in 2017, I had had
no opportunities to experience online learning services available in China. Therefore, when I researched
into China’s online platforms for preparing my presentation, I was very surprised by the recent rapid growth
of the industry, particularly in the sector of online learning. Since my presentation was by no means
exhaustive, I decided to investigate the same issue focusing more closely on China’s online education and
write a paper on it.

This report consists of three parts: first, it examines the latest situation of online learning in China,
then considers its positive influences on both Chinese economy and individual learners, and conclude with

my views on its future potential.

2. The Current Situation of China’s Online Education

Online education is a type of education that is provided remotely via the Internet. China’s online
education industry has now established a solid industrial structural system, where online education
enterprises provide such technologies as cloud computing and big data, and enable educational institutions
and teachers to provide learning contents for students via online platforms.

In China, there are a wide range of online education services, and they can be classified into the
following categories: K-12 education covering the years from kindergarten through 12th grade or senior
high school levels, foreign language learning, vocational education for adult learners, early childhood
education, tertiary education at university level, and cultural learning for the enhancement of artistic talents
or athletic skills. According to Iresearch, the three most popular categories are tertiary education, vocational
education, and K12 education, which altogether accounted for 95.9% share in China’s online education
market in 2019. Among the three, the growth of K-12 education has been remarkable, with the share rise

from 21.3% in 2019 to about 28% in 2022 in the domestic market (Zhang & Deng, 2020).
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In China, online education users have been steadily growing year by year. According to the 46" China
Statistical Report on the Internet Development released by CNNIC (2020), as of June 2020, the number of
online education users in the country reached 381 million. This means that 40.5% of the total Internet users
in China were using online education services. While this figure was a slight decrease from 423 million in
March 2020, a period of covid-19 pandemic, when online classes were held across the country as a
replacement for normal classes, it was an increase by more than 60% compared to June 2019.

The online education service industry is growing in its entirety. According to China’s Online
Education Market: The First Half of the 2020 Analytical Report released by Wangjingshe, the total amount
of financing during the first half of 2020 reached 14 billion RMB, a huge increase by 48.3% compared to
the figure for the first half of 2019 (Cao & Chen, 2020). During the first half of 2020, there were already
as many as 12 unicorn companies in China’s online education industry, accounting for 10% of the total

number of unicorn companies based in China.

3. The Benefits of Online Education

This section considers the benefits of China’s developed online education services to both the whole
society and individuals. For this purpose, let us first focus on two characteristic features of online education
system in general.

One distinct advantage of online education is that it can reach students beyond the temporal and
spatial limit. In a traditional, offline education setting, teachers and students need to gather in the same
place at the same time, but online education allows both sides to join the class from any locations so long
as the accessibility to the live streaming application is secured. Moreover, on-demand online streaming
services enable learners to watch lesson videos whenever they want, thus entirely freeing them from time
constraints.

Such a feature can contribute to the reduction of the gross educational inequality between urban and
rural China. According to China Educational Panel Survey (CEPS), a study on China’s junior high school
students in the 2013~2014 academic years, the average public educational fund per student was only 794.76
RMB in rural agricultural areas compared to 1,317.28 RMB in central areas of both cities and county towns.
The rural-urban educational disparity is also seen in parents’ views on the educational opportunities for
their children: 73.27% of parents with the non-agricultural registration status want to have their children
receive tertiary education of undergraduate level or over, but the figure lowers to 53.44% among those
parents with agricultural registration status (Yu, 2018). The educational disparities in China are partly
attributable to the inequal concentration of educational resources in urban and developed areas, which,

consequently, denies rural residents the access to the high-quality learning opportunities including the
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instruction by competent teachers and high-quality educational facilities. In this respect, the rise of online
education sector will be a boon to rural residents because it can offer them an alternative access to quality
education, and thus reduces the country’s existing educational inequality. For example, by gaining easier
access to online contents posted by teachers in urban areas, rural learners will have better educational and
employment opportunities, and eventually will take advantage of those opportunities to earn higher income
and live a life of higher quality. This will also be beneficial at national level because the decline of
educational inequality will promote the reduction of social inequality too, thus bringing more stability of
Chinese society overall. Moreover, if rural learners can receive appropriate education to develop their
talents, they will put their talents to good use and contribute to the economic and social development of the
nation.

Secondly, online education is not subject to time or space restrictions but is flexible enough to meet
a wide variety of user needs. As mentioned above, it can be classified into several categories such as tertiary
education, vocational learning and others, and these categories can be sub-divided even further. For
example, within cultural learning, there can be as numerous sub-categories as the number of musical
instruments and sports. However, traditional offline classes normally target only those learners who live in
the physical vicinity to educational facilities, so inevitably fail to meet different needs of potential learners
in wider regions. On the other hand, online education platforms can meet user needs from across the country
whatever specific and unique they may be, and thus strike the supply-demand balance. As a result,
individuals will gain greater opportunities to develop their talents or improve professional skills and be able
to live a healthier, wealthier, and more fulfilling life. The boost of new demands will simultaneously bring
benefits at national level by activating economic activities nationwide.

Thirdly, another advantage of online education is that it does not affected in case of emergencies such
as natural disasters and virus outbreaks. This strength was proven by an extensive survey on the introduction
of online classes at educational institutions nationwide conducted by a Chinese research project from late
February to early March, 2020. Among the 3,110 institutions that responded to the questionnaire, 97.01%
said that they implemented online classes during the period of school closures due to the pandemic. In
addition, 71.1% of the students responded that they were “very satisfied” or “moderately satisfied” with
the online classes; 70% of the parents of these students too said that their children were “completely
accustomed” or “moderately accustomed” to the online learning environment (Wang & Fu, 2020). As these
results demonstrate, under a special circumstance where normal administration of offline learning is
unavoidably hampered, online classes can serve as a viable alternative.

Another feature that is yet to be discussed is that the use of latest technologies is much easier in

online education than in classroom education. Since online classes are delivered via the Internet, digital
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devices to connect the Internet are essential for online learners. Therefore, different from classroom
education, online education promotes the introduction of new technologies like artificial intelligence and
cloud computing into the educational sector. The use of these technologies makes it possible to
automatically record individual students’ learning progress and recommend the most suitable study plan to
each, and thus help them learn more efficiently and flexibly than in a classroom setting. Given China’s huge
population and a wide variety of educational needs, customizing study plan for each student’s strength,

needs, and interests will raise the quality of education in China overall.

4. The Future of Online Education in China

This section envisions the future of online education in China. I believe that online education in China
will continue to grow steadily in the future for the following reasons.

Firstly, it is noteworthy that the average household spending on education has been growing in the
last few years. According to the statistics issued by National Bureau of Statistics, the average private
expenditure on education, culture, and entertainment in China has kept growing since 2013. If we take more
specific figures, in 2019, the average private expenditure on education, culture, and entertainment was
2,513 RMB, a 12.9% increase from 2,226 RMB in 2018. As of 2019, the average proportion of the
expenditure on education, culture, and entertainment to the total expenditure per person too showed a 0.5%
growth compared to the previous year (Xu, L. & Xu, M., 2020). The factors behind these statistics include
the growth of the average per capita disposable income and the increasing emphasis on academic
background. According to a survey conducted by 51job (2019), 38.8% of China’s households spend 20%
to 30% of their income on after-school education for children, and 78.3% are willing to sacrifice the comfort
of their daily life for children’s education and success. The increasing educational expenditure has been
met because the household income too has been steadily increasing. Such a change can also be seen in the
average disposable income per person, which was less than 20,000 RMB in 2013 but increased to 30,733
RMB by 2019 in proportion to the country’s recent economic growth (L. Xu & M. Xu, 2020). Thus, the
household expenditure on education is estimated to grow further, and the scale of online education too will
continuously expand.

Second point to look at is regional education inequality in China. As mentioned above, online
education is a viable alternative for people in rural and underdeveloped regions because it can provide them
with easy access to quality educational resources regardless of their locations. According to 2019 Online
Education Research Paper published by Mob Research Institute (2019), as of August 2019, the proportion
of online learners in the third-tier cities to those in the whole nation saw a 1.7% year-on-year growth, and

the proportion of those in the cities of the tier six and lower increased by 2.1%. In addition, regional online
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learners in the cities of the second-tier and lower accounted for more than half of the total online learners
nationwide. From these figures, it is safe to say that regional users will become a main driving force that
promotes further growth of China’s online education.

Finally, online education will continue to grow with the aid of the latest technologies. As mentioned
above, online education is suitable for the introduction of technologies, and there has been a remarkable
advancement in the teaching-and-learning-related software and hardware in China these years. For example,
according to The White Paper on China's Artificial Intelligence Industry published by Deloitte (2018),
China’s artificial intelligence market is estimated to reach 71 billion RMB in 2020, which is more than
three times as large as the market size in 2017, and more than six times larger than it was in 2015. These
statistics demonstrate the rapid development and practical application of artificial intelligence in China. In
addition, the high penetration rate of 5G in China has enabled faster data transmission, and will promote
wider application of innovative technologies to online learning.

So far, I have discussed the benefits of online education and examined the contributing factors to the
steady rise of online education in China. However, in my view, online education is not going to replace
traditional offline education in the future; instead, the two will most likely merge and complement with
each other, demonstrating the possibility of OMO (Online Merge Offline) in education sector. Offline
education has its own unique advantages such as the promotion of inter-personal communication between
students and teachers. In fact, across the country, educational policies have been implemented to encourage
the attempt to introduce high-quality online educational contents to classroom teaching. Therefore, I believe

that OMO is likely to be China’s major educational approach in the future.

5. Conclusion

The steady rise of online education in China can be observed in the growing number of users, the
expansion of the market scale, and a wide array of learning categories that were made possible by online
educational services. It will be safe to conclude that the growth of online education is beneficial to both
China as a whole country and its individuals. Characteristically, online education can not only transcend
the temporal and spatial limit that has restricted traditional classroom education but also make good use of
latest technologies. Considering the benefits of online education and its impact on the current economic
and social circumstance in China, I believe that online education will continue to grow. In addition, I believe
that in the future, the dominant educational approach will shift to the model of OMO, where traditional
offline education and new online education merge with each other and make China’s education system

more beneficial than it is today.
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China’s Rapid Digitalization: What Are the Contributing Factors?
Daiki Saito

Sophomore, Faculty of Economics

1. Introduction

There is a fierce competition in China’s IT industry today, and Chinese customers have easy access
to a wide range of high-quality online services such as online shopping, search engines, and online games.
Some of Chinese IT companies have grown so powerful as to rival even American technology giants.
Among others, Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, and Huawei are the most successful enterprises in this sector.
Boasting no shortage of able employees and advanced technologies, they are increasingly driving the global
market of online commerce. As of November, 2020, Alibaba and Tencent ranked in world’s top ten most
valued companies, proving the increasing Chinese presence in the global economy (“The Ten Largest
Companies in the World,” 2020).

What is more surprising is the deep penetration of the Internet technologies among the personal lives
of Chinese people. The prevalence of QR code payment has made cash payment increasingly obsolete, and
not a few stores accept the former only. According to the Chinese students I talked to at the online
conference, online shopping has grown into a type of popular hobby among Chinese youth to spend their
leisure time. When one student half-jokily called herself shopaholic, I realized how deeply online purchase
had taken root in their daily life. Another unique feature of China’s IT industry is the rise of live commerce.
It is a new term that refers to the combination of e-commerce and the broadcast of live streaming video in
real time, allowing retailers and producers to advertise and sell their products directly to consumers. The
rapid growth of this costumer-costumer business model is attributable to the high penetration rate of
smartphone and other digital devices in China.

In China the rapid development of digital economy has been influentially transforming the lives of
individuals, making a striking contrast to Japan, where majority of shoppers still choose the use of cash and
shopping in physical stores. Such a difference between the two countries called my attention, and this paper

aims to examine what factors are driving the rapid growth of the China’s digital economy.

2. Three Contributing Factors to the Rapid Digitalization in China
I will examine the major factors behind China’s rapid digitalization from the three perspectives as
follows: (1) the Chinese government’s investment in industrial digitalization; (2) the underdevelopment in

the existing IT and service sectors; and (3) the impact of the covid-19.
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2.1 Investment in Industrial Digitalization by the Chinese Government

Characteristically, the central government is taking an active role as a major investor in China’s
digital economy. In this section, I would like to discuss the roles of the government both in the human
resources development and in the promotion of the domestic IT industry.

First, let us look at the education and training of talented youth. Among Chinese students, studying
abroad has been a major option now, and highly talented students are eligible for the government
scholarships for study abroad. In addition, as China’s living standards improved, self-financed study abroad
has become a reasonable alternative. Consequently, the number of students who study abroad increased
from fewer than 1 million in 2000 to 6 million in 2017 (Stewart, 2018). After finishing their university
courses—most typically in some prestigious American universities, these students often remain there, get
a job at the cutting-edge IT companies in Silicon Valley, and engage in the development of the latest
technologies. On the other hand, the Chinese government offers incentives to these students to return home,
which include housing allowances, medical benefits, and other social welfare payments. These incentives
seem to be effective enough because as of 2016, Chinese returnee students reached to 430 thousand, a 60%
increase compared to the figure in 2011 (“What Happens When Chinese Students Abroad Return Home,”
2018). Now a growing number of Chinese students abroad choose to return home and contribute to the
development of their home country by making use of the expertise including latest technologies they gained
while abroad. For this reason, they are often called “sea turtles.” For example, the rapid development of
autonomous vehicle technology in China owes a lot to those returnees who quit the leading IT companies
in Silicon Valley and brought the newest technologies back home.

Next, let us examine the Chinese government’s efforts to promote the country’s IT industry. China is
offering government funding to start-up companies as a part of its push to develop the domestic IT industry.
As of 2015, the total sum of innovation investment made in China ranked second in the world, and as of
2016, the government was the largest investor in this field, accounting for 35.3% of the total domestic
innovation investment. There are a range of government funds for young entrepreneurs too. Thus, thanks
to the government’s active involvement in the innovation incubation, Chinese nationals are in a strong
position when they start a new business and find funds, which consequently has promoted both the rapid
rise of innovative enterprises offering various products and services and the fierce competition in a range

of new markets.
2.2 The Underdeveloped Technologies and Services in China’s Traditional Sectors

The rapid digitalization and a remarkable growth of entrepreneurship in China became possible

because of the underdevelopment in conventional technology and service sectors, which had long been
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established in other developed countries like Japan. Paradoxically, the absence of conventional industries
and protocols simultaneously meant the absence of conservative mindset, and resulted in nurturing open-
mindedness toward the adoption of alternatives including new technologies and digitalization.

To illustrate the point, let me give an example of the fixed-line telephone. In Japan, where the
telecommunications infrastructure developed before the arrival of the Internet era, so almost every
household has one set of fixed-line telephone even today. People relied heavily on the fixed-line telephone
as a major telecommunications system at least before the emergence of the smartphone. On the other hand,
China did not have such developed telecommunications infrastructure mainly for two reasons. Firstly,
China’s economy was still very weak, and average households couldn’t afford to purchase a telephone set
and pay the fee. Secondly, China’s vast land area posed a financial challenge to the nationwide construction
of telecommunications infrastructure. In a small country like Japan, the cost for telecommunications
network can be held down; but in China, especially before its unprecedented economic expansion, it was
substantially impossible to realize the standard of one telephone per one household. Then came the age of
the cellphone, and the infrastructural building for mobile networks were financially much more reasonable.
The combination of all these factors eventually contributed to the current prevalence of smartphones among
Chinese people (“The Mobile Payment in China and Japan,” 2019). Then Apple launched iPhones, and
numerous other IT companies entered the smartphone market. Compared to the cell phone, the smartphone
is equipped with enhanced functionality and able to run search engines and other useful applications via
the Internet. In China, the dawn of the smartphone era precisely coincided with the period when the
economic growth brought about the increased income of the average household, making the smartphone an
affordable device for ordinary people. This is how the rapid shift from the fixed-line telephone to the
smartphone took place in China, and the extraordinarily high smartphone penetration is one of the major
factors that has made China’s rapid digital development happen.

One noteworthy feature of China’s digitalization is its advanced technologies for QR code payments.
While the Japanese people still generally prefer cash transactions, the Chinese have been almost completely
comfortable with QR code payments, and there are three reasons for such a difference between the two
nations. Firstly, in China, cash is not considered a very trustworthy means of transactions. For example,
ATMs often fail to recognize notes or coins, and forgery of banknotes is not rare, so the Chinese people
tend to avoid carrying cash with them. Secondly, among the Chinese, credit cards are not a popular
alternative for cash, and this is a very distinctive difference from other developed nations. Thirdly, the high
level of smartphone ownership in China allowed the general population easy access QR cord payments. As
we have seen so far, China’s technologies and systems in the conventional sectors used to lag behind, but

such underdevelopment worked to the advantages of the rise of China’s IT industries and services ahead of
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other developed nations.

2.3 The Impact of Covid-19 on China’s Digitalization

In my opinion, China’s shift toward digitalization had been taking place prior to the outbreak of
Covid-19, but there is no doubt that the pandemic accelerated the move sharply. For example, online
education services gained the momentum for growth during the coronavirus emergency period. The Chinese
government suspended face-to-face classes temporarily, and full-scale online classes were introduced
nationwide. In addition, a wide range of self-study applications were launched. Although online education
services were thriving even before the pandemic, but users continued to rise during the pandemic, and the
increase doesn’t seem to stop after the pandemic. The need to prevent the spread of infection resulted in the
launches of various services and products that allow us to hold meetings and take lessons without physical
contact. Thus, in China, the pandemic helped the preexisting shift to digitalization speed up rather than

slow down.

3. Conclusion: The Impact of the Rapid Digitalization on the Lives of Individuals

China’s rapid digitalization has greatly benefited the lives of individuals. Online shopping sites allow
people to shop at home, and QR code payments not only save the time and costs of business transactions
but cut the cost for closing cash register: thus, thanks to digital economy, lives of people have become
incredibly convenient. Moreover, live commerce gave farmers a new retailing option, by which they can
advertise and sell their products directly to consumers. This new retailing model has opened doors to those
who had scarcely any business opportunities to increase their sales and become wealthy.

On the other hand, we should remember that some people are left behind the new wave of
digitalization. Those who are most negatively affected will be elderly people, because they will find it
extremely difficult to adapt themselves to new digital devices, particularly the smartphone. The biggest
challenges for aged users will be the following three. First, elderly people often find it difficult to be familiar
with a new device which they never used when they were young. Therefore, the use of smartphones can
pose psychological obstacles to them. Secondly, ageing naturally means weaker eyesight, and elderly
people have difficulty in watching a small panel or small letters on the display screen. Lastly, smartphone
users need to learn some practical skills such as how to type, and it is particularly hard to type letters in
Chinese. Currently, however, the opportunities for the elderly to gain smartphone skills is very limited.
Another digital system that has so far fails to cater for the elderly is taxi dispatch apps like Uber or DiDi.
They are so popular among the younger population in China that the traditional type of cruising cab service

is diminishing. As a result, there are substantially no taxi services that elderly passengers can hail on the

56



road. The smartphone has enhanced almost exclusively the convenience of those who can use it, but it has

also posed some structural problems that may exclude the socially disadvantaged people from its benefits.
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1. Introduction

Chinese society has been faced with disparities in various areas such as education and income.
Another serious disparity in China today is unequal access to medical and healthcare services, and the
disparity is fundamentally attributable to the structural problems inherent in the country’s current health
insurance system. This paper examines the major causes of the disparity inherent in the structure of the
current system and discusses the challenges that lie in the country’s progress towards the universal health

coverage.

2. The Structure of China's Public Health Insurance System

China largely achieved universal health insurance coverage in 2011. Characteristically, the country’s
current medical insurance system provides two types of insurance programs as follows: the Urban
Employees Basic Medical Insurance (UEBMI) and the Urban Rural Residents Basic Medical Insurance
(URBMI).

China's healthcare insurance system

Ruaral Residents

Insured Ruaral People
Urban Employee Basic Medical

Insurance system e Urban-Ruaral Resident Basic Medical Insurance(URBMI)
Insurance(UEBMI)

Subscription form Mandatory Voluntary

Figure 1 China’s Health Insurance System

As Fig. 1 indicates, urban residents with regular jobs such as salaried workers, civil servants, and the
self-employed are required to enroll in UEBMI. On the other hand, the other residents, both in urban and
rural areas, including students, the elderly, and children— who tend to voluntarily enroll in URBMI.

Next, let us look at the co-payment ratio of each program (Co-payment refers to the portion of

medical expenses that the insured must pay that is not paid by the insurance company; specifically, a fixed
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fee that is required for each prescription, visit to the doctor, etc.). First, I will examine the basic medical
insurance program for urban employees and explain how medical expenses of urban residents with a regular

job are usually covered.

Full fee
300J000RMB
3rd stage Self-pay
15%
100/000RMB
Full fee
2nd stage 3
23'{5‘:\' Self-pay
1,300RMB oreles
15t stage Full fee Full fee
Deductible(1,300RMB) Deductible(1,800RMB)
[Inpatient] [Outpatient]

Figure 2 Copayment Ratios (UEBM]I)

As Figure 2 demonstrates, the co-payment rate differs depending on whether an insured receives
inpatient or outpatient care. In the case of inpatient care, the medical expenses are fully covered by the
health care program according to the three-tiered scheme shown in the figure. The first tier represents a
deductible, or a fixed amount paid by the individual patient before the insurance program begins to pay.
UEBMI has fixed the deductible at 1,300 yuan (RMB), and within 1,300 yuan, an individual patient is
required to pay the full cost of the medical services when they cost lower than 1,300 yuan. Second, if the
total cost of medical services is 1,300 through 100,000 yuan, the insured are required to pay only 3-15% of
the total expense. Furthermore, if the total expense is from 100,000 to 300,000 yuan, the patient is required

to pay 15%.

4

3rd stage Self-pay
30~40%
200J000RMB
2nd stage
_ Self-pay Self-pay
1,388EME 20~25% 45~50%
Full fee Full fee
1st stage
Deductible(300~1,300 Deductible(100~550R
RMB) MB)
[Inpatient] [Outpatient]

Figure 3 Copayment Ratios (URBMI)
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As Figure 3 represents, URBMI too requires the insured to pay entirely for the first 1,300 RMB of
his medical expenses. However, when the medical cost is from 1,300 RMB to 200,000 RMB, the insured

are required to pay 20~25% of the entire medical cost. Furthermore, if the cost gets higher than 200,000

Employers Employees

10 percent of each 2 percent of their
worker’s income income

Medical insurance
fund

Non-workers Students, Old people

300 RMB 180 RMB

Medical insurance
fund

RMB, the individual’s burden increases up to 30~40% of the entire cost.

Figure 4 Financing Sources for UEBMI (above) and URBMI (below)

The third point to look at is the question of how these insurance programs are financed. In the case
of UEBMI (Figure 4, above), the premium is paid jointly by the employer and the employee. Employers
pay 10% of each worker's income while employees pay 2% of their income. On the other hand, in the case
of URBMI (Figure 4, below), the major financing source is local governments, and the burden of the insured

is limited to either 180 yuan (students and the elderly) or 300 yuan (non-workers).

3. Revenues and Expenditure: The Financial Structure of the Current System

In this section, I would like to examine the revenues and expenditures of China’s public health
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insurance programs. As to UEBMI, the insurance premium accounts for 95.9% of the revenues for the fiscal
year 2016. This figure suggests that UEBMI has managed to maintain balanced financing. On the other
hand, in the case of URBMI, about 80% of the revenue comes from government subsidies, and such an
overwhelming dependence on government aid means the fragility of this financial structure pregnant with
the potential risk of facing deficit. Despite the relatively cheap premium and small fund size of URBMI,
1.1 billion enrollees of the program account for 80% of China’s public healthcare insurance system, causing
financial and political pressure in the country. In addition, compared to 2011, both programs have seen a
significant increase in expenditures: the spending of UEBMI steeply rose from 200 billion yuan and has
tripled to 600 billion, and that of URBMI has increased from 200 billion to 400 billion, and this rising trend
is most likely to continue for the foreseeable future. Given the circumstances, it is highly probable that the
current deficit of URBMI will progressively increase and that the sound financing of UEBMI might run

into red figures in the future.

4. Issues and Challenges of the Current System

Let us now consider the problems that the current system is facing now. As I have explained above,
the current health insurance system in China consists of two types of insurance programs. In my opinion,
this twofold system has caused a series of structural problems in the entire system. Among others, [ would
like to focus here on the problem of unequal medical benefits. Depending on the type of the program one
has enrolled in, medical benefits differ both in terms of the total amount and in terms of the amount paid
for outpatient care.

To make the problem specific, let us take the situation in Beijing as an example. First, let us focus on
the difference in the total sum of medical benefits. As Figure 4 demonstrates, the premiums vary depending
on which program one has enrolled in. Non-workers who are insured by URBMI are required to pay much
higher premiums than those with regular jobs and insured by UBEMI.

Another huge disparity is discernible if we pay attention to the benefits paid for outpatient services.
While those insured by UBEMI pay only 10-30% of the total sum of their medical costs, those insured by
URBMI are required to pay as much as 45-50%.

These differences due to the types of health insurance programs have eventually caused the growing
disparity between the rich and the poor, and it is urgently necessary to address and correct these disparities.
In my opinion, the most fundamental challenge that China has faced now is the growing need to establish
a universal national health insurance system and correct the healthcare disparities caused by the country’s

current health insurance system.
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5. Summary

China needs to take on the challenge of building a universal health insurance system that provides
accessible medical services for all the citizens. In the previous sections, I have discussed such issues as the
structural differences between UBEMI and URBMI, the growing fiscal deficits of both programs, and the
major problems of the current system. The process of declining birthrate and population aging in China has
been accelerating faster than in Japan, and the country is estimated to become an aging society by 2025.
Population aging inevitably drives up health insurance costs and causes financial difficulties in both
programs.

Given that China’s population is about ten times larger than that of Japan, the establishment of a
universal health care system will be a daunting challenge for China. It is easy to criticize the structural
problems of the current system, but it is also true that various socioeconomic problems hinder health care
reform in China. Recently, however, China has been making a series of efforts to acknowledge the current
problems and establish a universal basic health care system providing affordable health services to all. For
example, the moves such as the introduction of private medical insurance programs for major illnesses and
the attempt to reform the traditional urban-rural household registration system attest to China’s progress
toward the realization of a universal health insurance system. Attempts like these are contributing factors
to the recent gradual reduction of health care disparities in China, and the country will make steady progress

towards the universal health coverage in the future.
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The Benefits of E-Commerce for China’s Rural Farmers
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1. Introduction

China is experiencing a massive boom in e-commerce, and the trend is especially remarkable in rural
areas. Not surprisingly, the boom has provided consumers across the country with a wide range of shopping
options. Marketplace platforms such as Alibaba have too taken the advantage of this boom by building
broader clientele in rural China. On the other hand, a question occurred to me if crop producers in
agricultural villages have managed to ride on the wave of e-commerce. Do they enjoy the benefits of the
current surge in China’s e-commerce? Aiming to explore this question, the present paper considers the
impact of e-commerce upon China’s farmers, focusing on how they advertise and sell their products as e-

commerce retailers rather than how they purchase as consumers.

2. The Present Situation of E-Commerce in Rural China

According to OECD, an e-commerce transaction can be defined as “the sale or purchase of goods or
services, conducted over computer networks . . . between enterprises, households, individuals, governments,
and other public or private organizations” (“Electronic Commerce,” 2013). So far as the present report is
concerned, the term will be used in a narrower sense to refer to the act of purchase and sale via the Internet

as its method for receiving and placing orders.
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China’s e-commerce market has been rapidly expanding, and as E-commerce Market Survey by
Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry (Figure 1) demonstrates, e-commerce transactions in China are
projected to account for more than 50 percent of the total commercial transactions in 2021.

Next, let us examine the expansion of e-commerce business in rural China by looking at Figure 2
cited from 2019 China E-commerce Transaction Report. The bar graph shows the e-commerce sales volume
in rural China, and the line graph represents its year-on-year growth rate. As these graphs clearly

demonstrate, retailing in e-commerce has been increasingly popular in agricultural areas.
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3. The Impact of the Booming E-Commerce on Rural Agriculture
3.1. E-Commerce as New Business Opportunities for Farmers

Viewed from farmers’ perspectives, one of the most important advantages of e-commerce is that it
helps them develop new sales channels. Different from traditional retailing, where rural farmers typically
sell their locally produced crops for the local consumption, e-commerce allows them to expand their
business model by shipping their products nationwide.

However, e-commerce does not necessarily bring rural farmers wealth and success. It is true that
there are several positive factors that encourage rural farmers to start selling on e-commerce sites: the

nationwide spread of e-commerce and the diversification of consumer needs, to name a few. On the other

2 Source: The Office of Electromechanical Products & Science and Technology Industry, The Ministry of

Commerce of the People’s Republic of China, 2019 China E-commerce Transaction Report.
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hand, e-commerce sellers unavoidably participate in a fierce competition, and it is not certain if all farmers
can be competitive enough to survive. What, then, do farmers need to do if they want to be a successful e-
commerce seller? In the next section, I would like to consider this question by discussing three winning

strategies that they should learn to differentiate themselves from their competitors.

3.2. Three Types of Differentiation for Successful E-Commerce Retailing

First, let us think about the differentiation of product quality. It is a very important type of
differentiation in conventional retailing too, but more so on online marketplaces, where many consumers
make purchasing decisions based on the product reviews written by other consumers.

Second, the quality of services is another factor of differentiation. Although e-commerce retailers
cannot have face-to-face interaction with customers, they can differentiate themselves through other
indirect customer services including shipping and packaging.

Last, Internet advertising is another means of differentiation. Being a unique feature of online
marketing, this can pose big technical challenges for farmers when they try to open online shops. In my
view, farmers’ lack of expertise in online advertising strategies is a major obstacle to their survival on e-

commerce marketplaces.

3.3. China’s Private Enterprises as a Booster for Farmers’ E-Commerce

Many private e-commerce enterprises have been eager to provide technical support and advice to
rural farmers who are interested in online marketing. One typical example is the project of Rural Taobao
implemented in November, 2014, which established support centers in rural villages to offer interested
farmers a wide range of consulting and advisory services including the product sales on behalf of the
producer themselves (Wang, 2020). In addition, among leading private e-commerce enterprises, some are
authorized by the government and called “dragon head enterprises,” acting as an intermediary between rural
e-tailers and their potential customers by offering the former a series of technical and strategic support
ranging from the creation of websites to the processing, packaging, and online marketing of their farm
products.

However, it is questionable whether these efforts have been entirely beneficial for rural farmers
themselves. After all, rural e-tailers have no voice in the pricing decisions, and the current model of rural
e-commerce seems to be based on a structural scheme which overwhelmingly benefits the intermediary
enterprises. Under such a scheme, famers tend to be exploited by online platforms and intermediaries rather

than seize new business opportunities that can benefit themselves.
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4. Live Commerce Differentiating Rural Farmers from Other Competitors

Live commerce is the latest type of e-commerce that has been increasingly popular in China since
around 2017. It can be generally defined as “a type of e-commerce where retailers broadcast live videos in
real time via the Internet to promote and sell their products while shoppers can purchase those products
while they view the videos” (Department of Information Economics, Commerce, and Information Policy
Bureau, 2019). Live-commerce may seem to require retailers to have specialist expertise in online
marketing, and pose various challenges to interested farmers. The fact is, however, that it has contributed
to making e-commerce less daunting for them.

What is useful about live commerce is that anyone can start it if they have a smartphone. Different
from the conventional type of e-commerce, there is no need to make advertisements for the online
marketplaces, and the system administration including placing and receiving orders is far easier. In addition,
live streaming of rural farmers surrounded by the magnificent natural landscape of their villages will hold
considerable appeal to viewers. Customers too will expect live commerce to give them direct access to the
visual information of who the producers are and where the products are grown. Thus, live commerce is an
effective means for farmers to differentiate themselves from other online retailers and make the most of

their resources.

5. Conclusion

As I have discussed so far, with the help from private e-commerce giants such as Rural Taobao and
so-called “dragon head enterprises,” China’s rural farmers can theoretically overcome some technical and
strategic challenges concerning the online advertisement, promotion, and shipment of their products. On
the other hand, I have also pointed out that it is open to question whether China’s e-commerce viewed as a
structural system has been beneficial enough for farmers as e-tailers. In this sense, the development of live
commerce has turned the tide in farmers’ favor because it has provided them with a new means to
differentiate themselves from other competitors on online marketplaces.

However, what about the differentiation of production quality? The rapid spread of e-commerce in
rural areas has helped raise farmers’ awareness of how to increase their sales, but not of how to improve
the quality of their products. As I have mentioned earlier, the quality of products highly matters in the e-
commerce sector because shoppers are strongly influenced by the reviews and evaluations by other
shoppers. Nevertheless, as they get accustomed to the usefulness of e-commerce targeting at a broad range
of consumers nationwide, e-tailers often tend to pay more attention to immediate profits through arresting
advertisements and viable sales strategies and dismiss the importance of taking a long view and devoting

themselves to the growth of high-quality products and the gradual increase of their reputation and profits.
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China’s rural e-commerce has brought huge profits to online shopping platforms and intermediaries,
but the boom 1is not entirely to farmers’ advantage. In a sense, rural e-commerce unfairly takes farmers
away their profits that they deserve, and prevents the sustainable development of rural economy based on

the farmers’ efforts to cultivate high-quality products.
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The Impact of the Covid-19 on the Chinese Retail Industry
Tiantian Chen
Sophomore, Faculty of Economics
1. Introduction

The rapid spread of the Covid-19 around the world has forced governments all over the world to curb
their economic activities to contain the pandemic. Inevitably, the world economy dealt a serious blow as a
result. According to the International Monetary Fund, the global economic growth in 2020 is expected to
be minus 4.4% (2020). China’s economy was also affected by the pandemic, and its GDP in the first quarter
of the fiscal 2020 was a year-on-year decrease of 6.8%, the first negative growth since 1992 (National
Bureau of Statistics of China, 2020).

On the other hand, government measures to contain the covid-19, such as lockdowns and restrictions
on going out, have had a great impact on people’s lives. Especially in China, economic activities and close
person-to-person contact were once severely restricted. As people adopt this new lifestyle, some industries
gained positive incentives and grew rapidly while others were hit hard by the decreased customers.

“How seriously has China, the world's second-largest economy, suffered from this pandemic?”—this
is the question that this report attempts to explore. The first section provides a general overview of the
impact of the coronavirus on China’s economy. The second section will focus on China’s retail industry,
the sector that faced a hit from the pandemic first in the country, and consider how its business was affected
by the changes in people’s lifestyles. Finally, based on the discussions in the prior sections, the last section

attempts to predict the future landscape of China’s retail industry.

2. The Impact of the Covid-19 on the Chinese Economy
2.1 An Overall Perspective

The Covid-19 began to spread in China in mid-January 2020, and the government introduced a strict
stay-at-home policy in response to the outbreak. In addition, the Chinese New Year commonly known as
the Spring Festival was postponed from its original schedule (January 24th to 30™) until mid-February, and
in some areas, people were not allowed to return to workplaces until late February. Especially in Wuhan,
where the situation was the most serious, the lockdown was not lifted until March 20th. This means that
the Chinese economy in 2021 was hit hardest during the two months from January to February. During that
period, both the domestic investment and the industrial production output in China has decreased
significantly in their growth rate. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, domestic retail
sales decreased by 20.5% year-on-year to 5213 billion yuan, and fixed asset investment, too, fell by 24.5%

year-on-year. In addition, the value of industrial production fell by 13.5% year-on-year, and the value of

68



exports fell by 19.1% as well.

2.2 Industries That Gained Incentives during and after the Pandemic

The corona pandemic has changed people’s lifestyles and significantly increased their average time
spent at home. Along with that, new business opportunities have emerged, and some industries have grown
rapidly by seizing them. Typical industries include online education, games, home delivery services, online
shopping, video sharing sites, social media, and online meeting software. It is estimated that after the
habitual use of online services while offline services were rarely available, quite many people will find it
hard to live without online services even after the corona shock. In addition, the corona shock will promote
the rapid growth of these industries, which, in turn, lead to improved quality of their services. These
industries will continue to grow and take a leading role in the China’s economic recovery after the corona

shock.

2.3 Unemployment Problem Caused by the Corona Shock

To contain the new coronavirus, the Chinese government introduced quite strict economic restraint
measures. However, this policy also led to a significant increase in the domestic urban unemployment rate
from January to February to 6.2 percent, which is 1 percent higher than the figure of the same period in
2019. The rise in the unemployment rate is also reflected in the average starting salary for new graduates,
which was 5610 yuan per month in 2019, but increased by 55% to 8688 yuan in 2020. Considering the
slowdown in the Chinese economy during the corona shock, such a rise is not attributable to the economic
growth. These data suggest that the domestic job market became fierce immediately after the corona shock,

resulting in large unemployed population.

3. The Impact of the Covid-19 on the Chinese Retail Industry
3.1 An Overall Perspective

The outbreak of the Covid-19 in January was followed by the strict stay-at-home policy, and this
immediately gave a blow to China’s retailers. In addition, many supermarkets and local markets were forced
to close because they did not meet the sanitation standards set by the government. Although the supply of
daily commodities declined considerably, consumer demand in general remained high, and especially the
demand for food and medicine enormously grew due to the corona pandemic. Under these circumstances,
many consumers turned to online shopping, which had previously been seen unreliable because of the
frequent delay in delivery. On the other hand, there were quite a few supermarkets and shopping malls that

were short of funds due to decreased customers and the regulatory measures by the government.
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According to a survey conducted by Deloitte and China Chain Store & Franchise Association, more
than 90% of owners of shopping malls, supermarkets, convenience stores and online shopping websites in
China say that the number of customers decreased due to the corona shock. In addition, 37% say that
customers decreased by more than 50%. Furthermore, about half say they will run out of money within a
year. However, it is also noticeable that if we focus on online shopping websites, 67% of the owners
responded that they did not lose customers even during the pandemic. Therefore, it is no exaggeration to
say that the corona shock hit shopping malls, supermarkets, and convenience stores much harder than online

shopping websites, giving the latter competitive over the former.
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Figure 1 Freshippo's mobile app offers customers easy access to

online purchase of daily necessities

3.2 Examples of Retailers

Let us take some examples from both onlineand offline retailers to see how China’s. retail industry
was affected by the corona shock. OurHours was a Chinese convenience store giant with most of its shops
in the metropolitan areas. Though the chain once boasted the largest network of chains across the country,
it faced a business slump due to the corona shock and announced withdrawal from the metropolitan areas
in May, 2020.

On the other hand, a next-generation supermarket chain Freshippo managed to thrive during the
corona shock, making a stark contrast to OurHours. Founded by the Chinese IT major company Alibaba,
Freshippo runs not only traditional store-based retailing but also online shopping sales which include
delivery services of food materials and cooked dishes. The corona shock caused a sharp increase of
customers who rely on online shopping for purchasing groceries and other daily necessities, and the advent

of this new style of customer purchase has contributed to Freshippo’s record-high annual turnover in 2020
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at a growth rate of 220% year-over-year.

3.3 The Growing Trend towards Digitalization in the Chinese Retail Industry
In reaction to the corona shock, the major consumer purchase pattern shifted from bricks-and-mortar
to online shopping, and this trend inevitably forced retailers such as shopping centers and farmers to look
for alternative retailing strategies by adopting internet technologies. Many shopping malls entered live
commerce market and are now selling their products via livestreaming e-commerce instead of in physical
shops. Compared to the more conventional type of internet shopping, livestreaming e-commerce is said to
be more interactive and allow sellers to advertise their products more effectively.
The live commerce is booming in rural areas as well. Due to the ban on the commercial transactions
in local markets, many farmers turned to livestreaming commerce, created a virtual market on the Internet,
and began to sell agricultural products to consumers nationwide. Very ironically, some farmers even saw

severalfold sales increase after the corona shock.

3.4 Digital Transformation of the Chinese Retail Industry
As mentioned above, the corona shock decreased traditional store-based retailing sales, putting online
shopping services in an advantageous position. At first glance, the corona shock may seem to have directly

triggered the structural transformation of the Chinese retail industry. However, the fact is that the
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Figure 2 Monthly Retail Sales via Online Platforms in China (2011-2017)

transformation had started more than ten years prior to the outbreak of covid-19, when the growth rate of

online retail sales exceeded that of brick-and-mortar retail sales.
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Figure 3 Monthly Growth Rate of Retail Sales in Physical Stores in China (2018-2019)

As you can see from the graphs above, online retail sales have continued to record double-digit
growth rate since 2011 while the recent retail sales in physical stores has stagnated at single-digit growth
rate. The tide had turned in favor of online retail business even before the corona shock. Thus, it is not too
much to say that the corona shock only accelerated the ongoing transformation process in China’s retail

industry.

4. Conclusion: The Future Landscape of the Chinese Retail Industry

Will China’s fast-growing online business completely replace brick-and-mortar business? I don’t
think so. No matter how innovative it may be, online retailing has its limits. For example, since online
shoppers cannot try out or physically touch a product, certain types of products will sell better in physical
shops particularly when customers’ direct experience of the product is essential for their purchasing
decisions. In my opinion, online commerce will eventually slow down, and the Chinese retail industry will
enter a new phase where brick-and-mortar and e-commerce will complement each other rather than
compete. Customers too will become more knowledgeable about different attributes of the two types of
shopping, and will choose online purchase when they buy highly standardized products such as daily
necessities, but will go out for shopping in physical stores when they buy, for example, things such as
furniture and cosmetics, because in this case the purchasing decisions often crucially depend on customers’
personal taste and direct experience of products. Online and physical retailing models in China will become
increasingly differentiated according to the categories of products and target customers, and the best word
to describe the future landscape of China’s retail industry will be not the competition but the coexistence

of the two types of sales formats.
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Lessons Learned from China’s Poverty Alleviation Efforts at Home and Abroad
Suzuna Nozawa
Sophomore, Faculty of Economics
1. Introduction

What is “poverty”? The definition of the term will vary from person to person. Some may define it
as the condition in which an individual cannot have even daily living necessities; others may take it slightly
differently as the condition in which an individual can maintain the minimum standard of living but is
unable to live an affluent life due to limited resources. However, there seems to be a universal consensus
that ‘poverty’ is a social problem which needs to be solved. I too support this view, and I got interested in
the present topic because I want to engage in solving poverty in the future. Spending my high-school days
in Indonesia, one of the developing countries in South East Asia, I started to feel that it was very unfair that
the living standard and future of an individual did not depend on one’s determination or abilities but on
some external factors such as birth and backgrounds.

China too is one of those nations which have suffered and fought against poverty. In addition, it is a
nation which has a rather unique history in that it successfully reduced absolute poverty after decades of
rapid economic growth. Furthermore, after having reduced domestic poverty with the aid of international
organizations, China has now been actively involved in foreign aid activities to eliminate poverty in other
developing nations as well. Thus, China is simultaneously a donor and a recipient of foreign aid, and I have
found this characteristic feature very interesting.

This paper, therefore, aims to investigate China’s poverty reduction performance from two
perspectives: China as a foreign aid recipient nation fighting against its domestic poverty and China as a

donor nation contributing to the eradication of global poverty.

2. China’s Poverty Alleviation with the Aid of International Organizations
2.1 An Overview of Poverty in China
As 0f 2019, China was a country with the population of about 1.398 billion (The World Bank, 2019).
However, due to economic disparities, there is a division within this large population between the ‘rich’ and
the ‘poor.” Let us now look at some statistical data and examine the current situation of poverty in China.
As of 2017, according to the national poverty line set by the government, China reported that the
population living under poverty line was 3.1% (The World Bank, April, 2019). This figure does not always
correctly represent the seriousness and complexity of the poverty issues in China today. On the other hand,
in 2018, the World Bank adopted a new method for measuring the level and seriousness of a nation’s poverty

on the basis of the income level of each nation: the method applies the standard of $1.90/day for low-
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income countries, $3.20/day for lower-middle income countries, and $5.50 for upper-middle income
countries (The World Bank, 2020). If we apply this standard for China as of 2015, it turns out that about
373 million Chinese, which accounts for 27.2% of its total population, struggled from poverty, and thus the
picture gets much grimmer than when we adopt China’s own national standard of poverty (The World Bank,
April, 2019). 2 In addition, given that China’s Gini coefficient in 2016 was 46.5, it can be inferred that
disparities between poor and rich have persisted. > China achieved a rapid economic growth while
committing itself to poverty reduction simultaneously. In the next section, I would like to consider the role
of international organizations in China’s fight against poverty and their contribution to the country’s poverty

reduction.

2.2 A Poverty Reduction Project Supported by the World Bank

For my present purpose, I will limit the discussion to the China Southwest Poverty Reduction Project
implemented (SWPRP) by the World Bank in 1955-2001. Poverty is a social problem which is caused not
by a single factor but by a combination of mutually related factors such as education, health, living standard,
infrastructure, and productivity. This project too took a comprehensive approach to address wide range of
factors of poverty. The support was provided for several areas. As for education, it supported primary school
construction and the provision of tuition assistance and teacher training. In terms of basic health services,
the SWPRP increased the accessibility to healthcare services at the village and township level. The project
also contributed to the improvement of farming, by providing the assistance for the introduction of a wide
variety of agricultural crops and giving advice for an environmentally friendly integrated land use system
(Wu, Yang, and Huang, 2004, pp. 9-10).

Among the achievements of the project, the following improvements are specifically worth noting:
an increase in farmers’ income, an increase in literacy rate, an improved basic infrastructure, and above all
else, a reduction in poverty rate from 31.5% to 17.7% on the completion of the project. Thus, it is obvious
that the project contributed to poverty reduction even compared with non-project areas (Wu, Yang, and

Huang, 2004, p. 13).
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Poverty indices Project Villages Comparative Villages

1995 2000 1995 2000
Poverty Incidence 315 17.7 21 13
Poverty Depth Index 58 3.6 33 25
Poverty Intensity Index  1.23 1.11 0.5 0.73

Source: Rural Socioeconomic Survey Team of the State Statistical Bureau, Report on Poverty Monitor
(Guangxi, Guizhou, Yunnan) 2000, China Statistics Publishing House, 2001

Figure 1 Changes in Poverty Index in the SWPRP Areas

2.3 The Controversies over the SWPRP

Although the comprehensive evaluation of the SWPRP has been generally positive, it does not mean
that the project did not encounter difficulties and shortcomings. Let us take up its lending system, for
example. Since one of the target areas of the project was the development of farming, it made loans to
farmers. However, in applying for the loan, farmers were required to have enough labor force. In other
words, those who did not hold sufficient labor were not considered qualified borrowers. What is ironic here
is that those who belonged to the lowest social stratum and were desperate for loan were refused access to
the project loan (Kawasaki, 2004, p. 82). Therefore, there is a view that the project failed to target those
who were in desperate need of financial support.

It is also argued that the fall of prices of commodities including crops promoted personal
consumption and contributed to the improvement of rural living, but falling prices resulted in the decreased
income of farming households and strained their budget. It should also be noted that the consumption
expenditure of these farmers was more likely to have decreased than to have been promoted, and some of
the households were probably forced to live in severer poverty (Kawasaki, 2004, p. 87).

The increase in farmers’ income is yet another controversial issue. This project increased the income
of farming households in general. However, the major contributing factor to their increased income was
labor export or the flow of migrant workers: many rural inhabitants found off-farm jobs in urban areas,
bringing in additional cash earnings to their households in rural areas (Kawasaki, 2004, p. 87). Labor
movement like this seems to have been worsening rather than improving the poverty issues in rural China
because urban migrant workers often are forced to accept wretched working and living conditions in
exchange for gaining a new source of income. I presume that migrant labor does not always bring about
the comprehensive improvement of farming households in rural areas, and that it cannot be a fundamental
solution to rural poverty.

As Ihave discussed so far, the SWPRP implemented by the World Bank has had some positive impact

on the improvements of rural living, but it was not satisfactory enough to be a comprehensive solution to
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rural poverty in China overall. Recently the World Bank has been undertaking a new project, which
addresses poverty reduction by adopting an approach through industrialization. It is still to early to assess
the effectiveness of this project, and many international organizations including the World Bank have been

actively involved with the poverty alleviate in China.

3. China’s Foreign Aid Operations
3.1 What Is Foreign Aid?

So far, I have mainly discussed China as a recipient nation of the aid operations by international
organizations. In this section, I would like to shift my focus to China as a foreign aid donor and its
contribution to global poverty reduction. The term “foreign aid” will remind many people of a type of help
given by a country to other countries, but let us try to find a less ambiguous and more precise definition
below.

According to a dictionary definition, foreign aid refers to “economic, technical, or military aid given
by one nation to another for purposes of relief and rehabilitation, for economic stabilization, or for mutual
defense” (“Foreign aid,” 2021). With this definition, many people will associate some typical examples
such as technical cooperation, interest-free loans, preferential loans, and grant aid. Major goals of foreign
aid include the promotion of economic growth and development and the improvement of the standard of
living, and poverty alleviation. Furthermore, a mutual recognition between a “donor country” and the

“recipient country” forms the foundation of a successful implementation of an aid operation.

3.2 The Distinctive Features of China’s Foreign Aid

In its foreign aid operations, China adopts similar approaches to those of OECD countries. Yet,
China’s foreign aid differs from those by OECD countries in many respects. Firstly, China’s foreign aid
relies on aid principles that diverse from traditional donor nations: it emphasizes the equal relationship with
the recipient nations and respects the latter’s sovereignty. In a sense, China does not draw a sharp line
between the “donor” and the “recipient,” referring to itself as a “partner” (Lynch, Andersen, and Zhu, 2020).
Furthermore, the country claims that its foreign assistance is premised on equality between partners and
mutual benefits, aiming at the establishment of a win-win cooperation (Lynch et al., 2020). In addition,
China provides a type of preferential loan called preferential buyer’s credit—which is fundamentally
commercially motivated, so not categorized as foreign aid normally—and some countries consider it part

of China’s foreign aid.
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3.3 The Controversies over China’s Foreign Aid

There has been controversy over China’s recipient-oriented foreign aid. First, china’s foreign aid is
often described as commercially-motivated (Kitano, 2019). Behind this is a rise of public opinion in China
that its foreign assistance should aim at “the establishment of win-win cooperation,” especially “the
promotion of the national interests” (Maeda, 2009, p.7). According to this view, China’s national benefits
through its foreign aid are no less important than the principles of equality and mutual benefit or joint
development (Maeda, 2009, p.8). Consequently, China’s foreign aid programs sometimes seem to pursue
China’s own commercial interests, and have caused controversy about its fundamental nature and motives.

Another problem concerns the debt sustainability of recipient countries. Given the recent rise in the
debt-to-GDP ratio of low-income countries, China as a donor country will need to consider such issues as
debt vulnerabilities, debt transparency, and debt sustainability of emerging countries (Kitano, 2019).

Third, the China’s view and definition of foreign aid are often seen as controversial. Characteristically,
China claims that in providing foreign aid, it does not impose recipient nations neither political nor
economic conditions (Maeda, 2009, p.7). Recipient nations may appreciate China’s principle of non-
interference in their domestic affairs because it may ensure the independence of their sovereignty. However,
China’s foreign aid has been criticized for its lack of ethical and moral principles. More specifically, China
gives aid even to those countries which have problems such as the oppression of human rights, dictatorship,
anti-democratization, and the lack of political freedom. China’s non-interventionism can be taken as the
country’s failure to contribute to the promotion of human rights protection and democratization in recipient
nations.

Let us take Indonesia, where I spent my high-school days, as an example of the countries which have
received China’s foreign aid. The country has various unsettled problems such as corruption, bribery, and
territorial issues, and the so-called Papua contflict is an ongoing conflict in Western Guinea. While Papua
seeks independence from Indonesia, it is still regarded as the latter’s territory, where Papuans have suffered
racial discrimination. Thus, China offers aid to even those countries which have ethical problems including
human rights issues.

Furthermore, China’s unconditional economic aid can mean the possibility of inappropriate
distribution of the assistance and, consequentially, no growth in productivity. For the effective promotion
of the autonomous development of a recipient, aid programs should target those sectors which can
substantively contribute to the economic development and the improvement of the quality of life in the
recipient nation. Yet, China’s aid in principle neither intervene in nor give advice on the recipients’ decisions
regarding these issues, thus hindering the effectiveness of its aid programs.

Therefore, China’s respect for the recipient’s sovereignty and non-interference principle poses a
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question if the country’s foreign aid has been substantially conducive to the development of the recipients.

3.4 The Logic and Motives of China’s Foreign Aid

As I have mentioned in the introduction, China is simultaneously a recipient and a donor of foreign
aid, which is the feature that distinguishes the country from other major donors. Moreover, because of its
remarkable economic growth with a GDP larger than that of most developed countries, recipient countries
often view China as an exemplary model of aid provider.

As China embraces its own unique aid principles but not those of OECD countries, developed
countries often criticize the Chinese model of foreign aid. It will also be true, however, that China’s
remarkable growth trajectory from a developing nation into an economic superpower has set an inspiring
example to other emerging nations. In this sense, the global implication of China’s foreign aid deserves
reappraisal in its positive influence on recipient nations.

Simultaneously, for China, foreign aid is a strategy for securing win-win cooperation with recipient
nations. China’s aid sometimes requires its recipients to accept “the expansion of Chinese companies,”
which is ultimately meant to serve as a solution to China’s domestic issues such as economic growth,
employment creation, the improvement of standard of living, and poverty reduction (Maeda, 2009, p. 7).
In a sense, China’s foreign aid model may be fundamentally meant to be “killing two birds with one stone.”
Hence, China views its foreign aid as a strategy for both building international relationships and boosting

its economic growth.

4. Conclusion

So far, I have examined China’s approach to poverty alleviation from two perspectives: China as a
recipient of foreign aid supported by international organizations and China as an aid donor to promote
global development and poverty reduction. Each of these foreign aid models has its own advantages and
disadvantages in terms of principles and achievements. As for the SWPRP implemented by the World Bank,
it held back the progress toward poverty reduction in rural China. Similarly, China’s foreign aid cannot
avoid the criticism that its non-intervention principle hinders China’s contribution to the solution of such
contemporary social issues as the protection of human rights and the promotion of SDGs.

Yet, the lecture by CAITEC (Chinese Academy of International Trade and Economic Cooperation)
gave me an opportunity to learn one thing: foreign aid in general should be based on the concept of
universality. There is no doubt that the strategies, logic, and principles will vary according to the provider
of each specific aid program. Nevertheless, at the root of foreign aid lies universal determination to promote

the development of emerging countries, save poverty-stricken people, and make the world a better place to
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live in.

Inappropriate strategies and principles must be reexamined, but the reexamination should be carefully
distinguished from one-sided criticism. As for China’s approach to poverty alleviation, there is fair criticism
based on objective evaluation of the country’s efforts both at home and abroad, but some critics seem to be
unfairly prejudiced and reinforcing a negative cultural stereotype of China. We should not be influenced
too much by the surface of things but should try to see the truth hidden beneath their appearance. Moreover,
as the diversity of opinions is increasingly valued, the concept of universality is being called for today more
than in any other times to strengthen unity among countries and address global issues including poverty
reduction. In solving social problems, the awareness of universality really matters, and I have realized this
clearly just because I participated in the China studies program and began researching into China, which is
often viewed as “different” from other countries. China and all the nations in the globe need to share the

idea of universality and take on responsibility for making the world a better place to live in.
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China’s Public Diplomacy
Seiya Masuda
Sophomore, Faculty of Sociology
1. Introduction

The 2020 Global Leaders Program of the Faculty of Economics, Hitotsubashi University, was
launched while the coronavirus was billowing out across the world from Wuhan, China, the pandemic’s
first epicenter. As the world was experiencing an unprecedented health crisis and economic stagnation
caused by the epidemic, China implemented stringent anti-epidemic measures at an early stage and became
the first major economy to achieve a recovery with 3.2 % year-on-year GDP growth in the April-June
quarter, 2020, bouncing back from 6.8 % year-on-year contraction in the January-March quarter. After the
economic recovery, China soon conducted coronavirus diplomacy offering medical assistance including
face masks, ventilators, and doctors to the countries suffering from the pandemic, but experts are divided
in their reactions. While those in favor recognize China's increased influence abroad in the coronavirus
disaster, others give a negative view that the country has triggered anti-China sentiments worldwide by
forcing the recipient nations to be grateful to China for its support while failing to clarify its own
responsibility as the epicenter of the pandemic. Thus, under the covid-19 pandemic, China conducted its
foreign diplomacy aiming at multiple goals: to sweep off the negative image as the source of the outbreak
and to deflect the criticism against its delayed release of the virus information to the international
community; to build a positive national image as “the savior” in the global battle against the virus by playing
the role of a benevolent aid donor; and eventually to placate Japan and Europe. However, these diplomatic
strategies do not seem to have been as successful as China expected. Over the past few years, China has
rapidly increased its presence as an economic and military superpower, and its battle for the global
supremacy with the United States has risen to surface. If China tries to fulfill its aspiration for the global
leadership, the country will desperately need a strategic national image building.

Given China’s position in the current fluid international situation mentioned above, this paper aims
to consider the recent development of China’s public diplomacy. Starting with a definition of the concept
of “public diplomacy,” the first section will provide some examples of China’s foreign policies, based on
the online dialogue held between the present author and a Renmin University, China, held in October, 2020.
Next, the focus will shift to the characteristic features of China’s understanding of public diplomacy. The
final section will present the author’s personal views on what strategies China will need to adopt in the

future for the successful construction of its national image.
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2. The Concept of Public Diplomacy

According to Zhang (2015), “the world of the post-Cold War entered a new era when the September
11 Attacks took place, and the US declared the war on terrorism, and it was in this international context that
Joseph Nye’s concept of “soft power” captured global attention as a viable notion to be utilized in the field
of public diplomacy.” This suggests that we need to define the concept of “soft power” before we clafiry
what foreign diplomacy refers to. Tong (2010), for example, defines soft power as “the ability to affect
others to fulfill one’s goals by non-coercive and non-profitable means such as cultural inspiration, the force
of values, and foreign policies based on good sense and morality.”

Next, as to the term public diplomacy, there is no single definition accepted in academia, so let me
cite two experts to summarize the concept from non-partisan perspectives. First, according to Hoshiyama
(2008), public diplomacy refers to the following:

Various activities sponsored by a government that directly communicate with foreign publics rather
than with foreign governments, with the aim of expanding the country’s presence in the international
community, fostering a better image of itself in the world, and promoting foreign understanding of
its culture and values. (Hoshiyama, 2008).
As another variation, let me quote the definition by Fujiwara (2016) too:

Whereas conventional diplomacy is inter-governmental, public diplomacy relies on people’s soft
power to directly influence foreign peoples and publics, aiming to inspire trust in and favorable
views of the country abroad, and ultimately increase its influence in the international community.

(Fujiwara, 2016)

3. China’s Public Diplomacy: Policy and Strategy
3.1 The Confucius Institutes

In August 2020, referring to the center managing the Confucius Institutes in the United States, the
then U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo labelled it “an entity advancing Beijing’s global propaganda and
malign influence” and required it to register as a foreign mission. Funded by the Chinese government, the
Confucius Institutes are non-profit educational centers that are set up overseas for the promotion of foreign
publics’ understanding of Chinese language and culture. However, Pompeo accused them for their activities
to recruit “spies and collaborators” and said that those on the U.S. university campuses should all be shut
down by the end of the year. It was these remarks by Pompeo that made me realize that the Confucius
Institutes are part of China’s public diplomacy (Reuters staff, 2020).

The Confucius Institute is a non-profit project established by the Chinese government, and it has built

educational partnerships with universities in various parts of the world with the aim of promoting the
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foreign publics’ understanding of Chinese language and culture. Starting with the establishment in Seoul,
South Korea, in 2004, it has expanded to 550 locations in 162 countries, and as of December, 2019, the
total number of students has reached to about 25 million. In Japan, the partnerships have been established
with more than 20 institutions by now, including such universities as Waseda, Ritsumeikan, and Oberlin.

According to Baba (2010), the benefits of this project for China are as follows: (1) The use of existing
educational facilities of the partner institutions allows China to cut its investment; (2) those who are in the
existing China-related educational sectors abroad can be employed as the teaching staff for the project; (3)
the project enables China to steadily but not forcibly promote the learning about China worldwide under
its own leadership.

On the other hand, the partner institutes abroad will mainly gain the following advantages: (1) the
partnership gives their courses and programs an official seal of approval by the Chinese government; (2)
the support from China can help solve the shortage of material and human resources; (3) they can gain
financial support from the Chinese government including subsidies for the running expenses and student
grants for the applicants for study programs in China. Thus, the project overall benefits both China and the
partner institutions, but some foreign governments are skeptical about the motives and objectives of the
Chinese government.

The Confucius Institutes are a non-profit organization run by the Office of Chinese Language Council
International, which is itself affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education, so the institutes are
substantially a governmental body under the control of the Chinese Communist Party. Therefore, they are
naturally expected to bear a role in the overall diplomatic strategy of China. In 2014, the President of the
institutes publicly stated that they played the role of exporting the values of the Chinese Communist Party
overseas. This statement sent to the international community an implicit message that the institutions served
as an opinion manipulator directed by the Chinese government, and consequently alarmed democratic
nations. This is the context in which the U.S. government heightened its vigilance against the Confucius
Institutes on its soil: as a democracy, the Unite States has a good reason to suspect that the institutes are
nothing but “an entity advancing Beijing’s global propaganda” under the name of the educational
dissemination of Chinese values. In other words, for the United States, academic freedom and the
transparency in educational administration can never be slighted, but the Confucius Institutes guarantee

neither of them.
3.2 The Use of the Media in China’s Public Diplomacy

As I have mentioned in the introduction of this paper, we had an online discussion with some students

of Renmin University. During the session, one Renmin student cited the U.S. Public Diplomacy Advisory
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Committee and defined traditional public diplomacy as the process of “informing, engaging, and
influencing foreign publics so that they may, in turn, encourage their governments to support key U.S.
policies,” and described the core goal of public diplomacy as “advocacy of the government policies.” In
her view, public diplomacy includes “government-sponsored international broadcasting; cultural,
educational, and informational programs; and citizen exchanges.” However, she also mentioned that “the
radical shift in the global politics and order in the recent years has caused a remarkable transformation in
what public policy means.” More specifically, a series of social factors including the rapid rise of
information technology and the multi polarization of public opinions has put an end to the era of
government-led diplomacy, ushering in a new era of public diplomacy where governments utilize the soft
power of various non-governmental sectors such as think tanks, the media, private enterprises, and the
general public.

To illustrate this shift in China’s diplomacy, this Renmin student cited the achievements of CGTN
(China Global Television Network) during the coronavirus pandemic. CGTN is China’s state-controlled
international news broadcaster, and its scale is so large as to exceed even BBC and CNN in the numbers of
SNS followers, news stories, streaming videos, and program viewers.

According to the Renmin student, CGTN played an important role in China’s public diplomacy
during the pandemic, and its contributions can be classified into three categories. First, the broadcaster
created a section on its website called “Fatcs Tell” (or “A Magnifying Glass”), which provides the “truth”
of current international issues and refute disgraceful narratives about China reported by part of the non-
Chinese media. Second, CGTN evoked a favorable response from foreign audiences by featuring the dairy
lives of China’s medical staff on the virus frontline in Wuhan, including their food situation, their work in
the special quarantine areas, and even one nurse’s wedding held at a hospital. Third, it also effectively
emphasized China’s dedication to common causes of humanity by broadcasting the country’s overseas
dispatch of medical teams to Italy, the Philippines, and India, and the China-Australia cooperation to defeat
the virus. Finally, according to the aforesaid Renmin student, given that the global civil society today is
founded on the Internet, the role of the medica as China’s public channel will become increasingly
important because it will not only be indispensable in the enhancement of China’s soft power diplomacy

but prepare an important first step toward China’s having a voice in the international community.

4. How China Understands Public Diplomacy
Based on our online presentations on the common theme of China’s public diplomacy, in this section
I would like to focus on two characteristic features of the country’s public diplomacy. First, China’s public

diplomacy is fundamentally led by the government, and second, it emphasizes the notion of sharing values.
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4.1 The Government-led Approach

A non-profit organization Confucius Institutes and a global news broadcaster CGTN may look like
private actors participating in China’s public diplomacy, but they both are under the control of the leadership
by the Communist Party and have no power of decision making. If, as Hoshiyama (2008) says, public
diplomacy refers to “those political activities which embrace a principle that successful diplomacy needs
not only communication with foreign governments but with foreign publics,” views are divided on the issue
whether the activities beyond the party’s direction can be approved as part of China’s public diplomacy
conducted as cultural exchanges at civilian level. For comparison, let us look at public diplomacy of other
countries. For example, French culture is often represented by its art, food, and sports, and American culture
reminds us of a heroic forerunner of a new age linked with the country’s advanced information technologies,
high-quality tertiary education, and Hollywood films. In both countries, cultural influence at personal level
has naturally contributed to presenting a favorable national image to foreign publics whereas the role of the
government is limited to a reasonable level. As I will discuss later in detail, the government’s strong
leadership in public diplomacy has both advantages and disadvantages. If public diplomacy should be
something that directly influences foreign publics and gently changes their attitudes toward a country, the
signs of a government’s forceful involvement can reduce the effectiveness of public diplomacy. However,
the Renmin student has a different opinion on this matter, saying that the main issue of China’s public
diplomacy is a strategic question of how to appeal to the sentiments of foreign publics, and that the

government’s involvement is a basic premise but not an issue open for debate.

4.2 Sharing Chinese Values with Foreign Publics

In this section, I would like to develop my argument based on several papers that are relevant.
According to Nakai (2011) and Nakagawa (2012), in the 1990s, public diplomacy was “one of the most
important diplomatic tools for the survival of the Chinese regime,” and it was mainly conducted "for the
self-protective purposes including the alleviation of so-called “China threat theory” and the acquisition of
its position as a constructive actor in the international order.” Then, a shift in the policy took place in the
2000s, when under the leadership by Hu Jintao, China’s public diplomacy “broke out of its old style and
entered a new phase of ‘Chinese model,”” which aims to create and propagate Chinese culture overseas by
tapping the country’s soft power.”

These expert analyses help me look back on our discussion with Renmin students from a different
perspective. The Confucius Institutes have pronounced the promulgation of Chinese culture and values as
its primary mission, and is making efforts to attract more international students to the study programs in

the Chinese mainland. The broadcast of CGTN, too, has contributed to the creation of pro-Chinese
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sentiments among foreign publics. These examples suggest that China’s public diplomacy emphasizes the
creation of sympathy between the Chinese and foreign publics through civilian-level cultural interactions,
and its ultimate goal is to establish Chinese values and culture as credible and legitimate models in the
international community. Of course, this type of public diplomacy is not exclusively Chinese: cultural
institutes such as Japan Houses and Germany’s Goethe-Institutes are similarly meant to be an effective
diplomatic channel. However, in my opinion, the emphasis on civilian-level sympathy is a striking feature

uniquely seen in China’s public diplomacy.

5. The Future Outlook for China’s Foreign Diplomacy

Based on my argument in the prior sections, now I would like to conclude this paper by giving my
personal views on the challenges that China needs to address to make its public diplomacy more effective.
Given that China has been increasingly strengthening its economic and military presence in the world, the
country should learn lessons from a precedent provided by the United States. In the decades after the WWII,
the United States successfully wielded an international influence by using its soft power, but the country
eventually lost the influence when it attempted to establish its global dominance by relying on its hard
power in economic and military sectors and consequently triggered the September 11 attacks. The present
state of China’s diplomacy seems to be quite similar to the situation where the U. S. resulted in this failure.
In the recent years, the rapid increase of China’s military expenditure has caused the rise of the China threat
theory among other nations, and to rebut this theory, China should commit itself to the more effective use
of its soft power instead of hard power, and reduce the other nations’ resistance against the growth of
China’s global influence.

However, if China’s public diplomacy is going to remain as government-centric as it is now, the
effectiveness of the country’s diplomacy will be inevitably limited. First, the public diplomacy under the
central government’s control reminds other nations of a modern version of political propaganda. In addition,
the swift implementation of diplomatic policies—which is an advantage uniquely seen in the government-
led Chinese model of diplomacy—necessarily bears a sign of coercion and causes distrust among foreign
publics. Secondly, to the eyes of foreign publics, there often seems to be a discrepancy between the reality
of China’s domestic situation and the message sent through its public diplomacy, and this will spoil China’s
attempt to build a positive national image though public diplomacy. Having said this, when we think of the
factors behind the growing doubt about China’s public diplomacy, we will also need to consider not only
the China threat theory or other strategic problems on Chinese side but also the possibility of the
overreactions from the Western bloc due to the fundamental differences in cultural, political, and social

ideologies embraced in each camp.
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Whatever the fact is, the highest priority for China’s public diplomacy is to diminish its
overconcentration of political power in the Communist Party. According to Nakai (2011), in recent years,
China’s public diplomacy has been undergoing a gradual and steady transformation as the range of actors
are widening to include state-owned enterprises, the media, citizens, universities, and research institutes.
Under the strong control by the Communist Party, decentralization of political power is hard to achieve.
However, given that soft power can work most effectively when civilian-level cultural exchanges naturally
improve nation-to-nation relations, China should make a deliberate effort to allow more non-governmental
independent groups and organizations engage in its public diplomacy and let foreign publics recognize that

its public diplomacy is fundamentally supported by the voluntary activities by private sectors.
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1.Introduction

For most Japanese, China is a very close nation, and I myself feel strong affinities with it because
my mother is from China. For quite a long time, I used to look at China from an insider’s perspective.
However, my participation in our China Studies seminar allowed me to see China from an objective and
academic perspective for the first time. Among others, I was particularly interested in the gender issues in
China. Given that gender equality in Japan has lagged far behind other nations both in political and
economic spheres, how much progress has been made toward gender equality in China? The history of
women’s progress in China has some characteristic features common to Asian nations, but it has also some
unique aspects that are attributable to its espousal of socialism. Based on the insights obtained from Yihong
Jin’s The Transformation of Chinese Society and Women's Economic Participation: Twenty Years after the
World Conference on Women in Beijing (2014), this paper will examine the present state of women’s

participation in China’s labor and economy.

2.Chinese Women's Participation in Economic Activities

The social position of Chinese women cannot be separated from the reform and opening-up policy
that began in the 1980s. However, it was only in the early 1990s that this new policy substantially
accelerated the country’s social reform and eventually triggered economic restructuring too. The
introduction of market economy and the profound changes in Chinese society as its consequence also made

a significant impact on Chinese women's employment and economic conditions.

2.1 Changes in the Employment Rate

In the 1990s, in order to participate in the global economy and increase its competitiveness, the
Chinese government promoted economic transformation through enterprise reform and the structural
adjustment in the industry. In consequence of a series of reforms, China’s employment rate underwent such
changes as shown in Figure 1 below.

During the last two decades, employment rates declined generally regardless of gender, but the
female employment declined more steeply by approximately 19.6%. If we look more closely at the detailed

classification of employees into four categories, i.e., urban men, urban women, rural men, and rural women,
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we can see that the employment of urban women fell most sharply. The low female employment today can
be explained as the consequence of the increased female full-time homemakers, but this will simultaneously
suggest that many women once used to work outside the home while being full-time housemakers too.
However, currently in China the legal retirement age for women is lower than that for men, and this has
caused women’s job dismissal at a lower age on average, making them more likely to be laid off when
reduction in workforce is necessary. All these factors have contributed to the gender inequality in China’s
employment. Another factor behind the pronounced decline in female employment seems to be attributable
to the deepened gender division in labor, which used to be avoided due to the socialist espousal of

egalitarianism but has become acceptable since the introduction of the market economy.

Changes in China's Employment by Gender (1990-2010)
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Figure 1: Changes in Employment Rate by Gender (1999-2010) (Unit: %)
(From the left to the right) 1. Men nationwide, 2. Women nationwide, 3. Urban men, 4. Urban women, 5. Rural men,

6. Rural women

2.2 The Gender Wage Gap

Along with the gender gap in employment, the gender wage gap is another issue to look at. This
problem has remained unresolved globally, and one clear factor behind it is sexism. As to China, there has
been a debate over if the country’s economic transformation has widened or narrowed the gender wage gap,
and the opinions can be divided largely into three types as follows. According to one view, market

competition will bring about a gradual rationalization of Chinese economy, and consequently narrow the
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gender wage gap. On the other hand, another theory predicts that the wage discrimination against women
workers will worsen in accordance with the advance of economic transformation and marketization. The
third view suggests that it is still too early to assess the impact of the economic transformation on the gender
wage gap.

According to a survey on the social status of women in China conducted by the National Women's
Federation in collaboration with the National Bureau of Statistics, as of 1990, the average wage for Chinese
female workers was 77.5% of the median earnings of male counterparts, but in 2010 it dropped to 67.2%,
indicating that the wage gap in China has widened by about 10% in the past 20 years.

According to Xiaoyuan Dong and Dandan Zhang, discrimination against women is more salient in
private enterprises because they see that wages for women do not commensurate with their productive

efficiency, and in this sense, market-oriented social reforms have worked to the disadvantage of women.

2.3 Gender Segregation in the Labor Market

This section focuses on the problem of industrial and occupational segregation by gender.

According to Johnson et al., the existence of gender discrimination makes it difficult for women to
participate in high-income industries. Currently in China, the wages in monopolistic industries can be more
than tenfold as high as the median wage, and over the last decade the rate of female workers has been
declining in eight of the ten industries where a small number of enterprises have a virtual monopoly. More
specifically, in the industries such as tobacco, water, electricity, gas, oil and natural gas, air transport, and
rail transport, women account for less than 40% of the workforce, and the figure gets even lower to less
than 30% in the electricity and rail transport sectors.

Gender segregation can also be observed across and within occupations, which can be divided into
the following three categories according to the gender ratio of employees: those with a high or relatively
high concentration of the male, those with a balanced gender ratio, and those with a high or relatively high
concentration of the female. Although the occupational gender inequality has been narrowing overall,
female-dominated occupations are decreasing whereas male-dominated ones are increasing, indicating that
women are forced to limit their choices to a narrower range of jobs than before. In addition, it is feared that
the increase of female non-regular workers will make the problem of occupational gender segregation more

extensive and pervasive.

2.4 Gender as a Dimension of Social Stratification

Discrimination by gender is not limited to employment opportunities, employment models,

occupations, and income, for there is another dimension to this question: stratification by gender. According
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to a survey on Chinese women’s social status, which divides China’s income-earners into five brackets
based on the labor income, women in both urban and rural areas are overwhelmingly concentrated in the
low- and middle-low-income brackets. Similarly, the occupation-based social culture is both stratified and

gendered.

Share of Chinese Women in Five Groups in the Labor Income Distribution
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Figure 2: Share of Chinese Women in Five Groups in the Labor Income Distribution (2010) (Unit: %)
Orange: women in rural areas, Blue: women in urban areas
(From the top to the bottom) 1. Low income, 2. Low-middle income, 3. Middle income, 4. Middle-high income,

5. High income

2.5 Women’s Economic Empowerment

Over the past two decades, an increasing number of Chinese women have participated in high status
occupations. For example, the percentage of women in charge of state, party, and business organizations
increased from 11.5% in 1990 to 29.1% in 2010, and those in professional and technical positions too
increased from 45.3% to 52.4%. These figures are noteworthy when one considers that one out of every
five women working in cities is engaged in a professional occupation. Considering that the percentage of
Japanese women in management positions remained 10.7% as of 2017 while the government unveiled a
plan to push the number to 30% by 2020 but failed to achieve it, it will be fair to say that women are making
more progress in China than in Japan. It should be noted that, in China, the reduced female employment

over the past two decades has encouraged women to attend tertiary institutions and caused the increase in
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well-educated women, which consequently helped females of a specific population group get high-status
jobs. There are some more figures that deserve special mention. According to a sample survey of private
enterprises across the country conducted jointly by the Chukyo Central United Front Department and the
National Federation of Industry and Commerce, as of 1995, Chinese women accounted for only 11.4% of
total sum of the entrepreneurs, but this figure rose to 25.1% by 2010. As for Japan, on the other hand, the
2017 Basic Survey on Employment Structure reported that the percentage of women entrepreneurs did not

reach 20%, showing that Japan lagged behind China in this regard as well.

3. Conclusion

While writing this paper, I was most interested to know that China’s shift from a socialist market
economy to an open-market economy has consequently increased gender-based employment segregation
in the country. Although Japanese women are similarly discriminated in the labor market, the greater
political and economic participation of Chinese women today will be attributable to the nation’s
characteristic features inherited from its past as a socialist nation. That is, traditionally in China, female
employment tended to keep stable at a high rate due to its socialist views on economy, and the government
must have taken precautions against a steep reduction in female employment compared to how it used to
be in the past. The rise of women in higher education as its result is something uniquely seen in China and
not in Japan. Finally, our one-year China Studies seminar gave me a valuable opportunity to have a glimpse
into the realities of gender problems in China, and helped me realize that we should take action to redress
gender inequality in Japan. As a Japanese woman, I am now determined to face this long-standing problem

head-on in our society.
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