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ABSTRACT

The research uses a comparative analysis framework to interpret the multiple commodification
processesfortheworkingpoor,whichconsistsofresearchtropismsfromamacro-sightsystemand
fromthe internalmechanismandproceedingcourseof thesocialsecuritysystem.Basedon this
framework,theauthorstrytoestablishanidealtypewithauniversalexplanatorypowertoreveal
theimpactofcross-nationaldiversityonsocialsecuritysystemsinthedecommodificationprocess
amongpoorfemaleworkers.Theresearchalsoexaminestheextenttowhichsuchdifferencesever
existedbetweenBelgiumandChinainempiricalterms.
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The state is the sum of the public services already established.
—Brousse, P. (2011). La propriété collective et les services publics. Le Bord de l’eau.

INTRoDUCTIoN 

Accordingtothecross-nationalobservation,womenwhoworkinpovertyhavedifferentprofilesin
BelgiumandChina.Theresearchexplainswhythiskindofgenderedpovertystillexistsamidsta
vigorouslydevelopingeconomy,promotingtheemploymentrate,andpursuinggenderequality.In
otherwords,undertheever-improvingsocialsecuritysystemsandtheircorrespondingglobaland
localmarkets,howcanthepossibleeffectsofthesechangesontheincreaseofpoor,femaleworkers
inthelabormarketbeinterpreted?

Differentnationalpathsinsocialsecuritydevelopmentsarenothingnewincomparativesocial
policy,butthedifferentsocialsecuritysystemdesignshavedifferentwaysofshapingtheworkingin
poverty.Regardingpoverty,thedebateofsocialsecuritysystems,ingeneral,providesvaluableinsights
inbothconceptualandexplainabletermsbutisnotdirectlyapplicabletocomparativeanalysisdue
tothediversenationalcontents.Toclosethisanalyticgapandrespondtothequestionsmentioned
above,weintroduce“decommodification”asauniqueanalysisperspective.Inthisway,individuals
canbetterunderstandhowsocialsecuritysettingscanhelpworkersfacepossiblerisksthroughout
theirlives.Also,itenablesindividualstorecognizetheinstitutionaldifferencesoftheirrelevant,
internationalsupportlevel.Toalargeextent,theworkingpoordeserveproperdecommodification
througharefinedsocialsecuritysystem.Innationswithdiversedevelopmentalprocessesintermsof
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“modernization”and“globalization”,therearesignificantdifferencesinorganizingsocialsecurity
systems.Systemsvaryintherelativeimportanceofcommodifiedanddecommodificationprocesses,
concerningthedegreetowhichsocialbenefitsconnecttocontributionsassociatedwithpaidworkers
andthedegreetowhichprogramshavespecificprovisionsfordifferentworkinggroups.Onthis
premise,theriskofpovertydependsprimarilyonincome(e.g.,salary),butitalsodependsonthe
levelofsocialprotections receivedby thosewith lowpay in the labormarket. In thispaper,we
understandthediversityofwomenwhoworkinpovertybyobservingtheadequacy1ofsocialsupport
fromdiversesocialsecuritysystemsinternationally;onecanassumethattheriskofpovertyamong
theemployedpopulationmightalsocomefromthe“turningablindeye”toexistingsocialsecurity.

Beforetheimplementationofthecomparativestudy,wefirsttraceEsping-Andersen’sproposed
“decommodification”back to aMarxistorigin. In theMarxistviewof the labormarket, capital
commercializationofthelaborforcereferstothemeansofsubsistenceforlaborersandmainlydepends
onsellingtheirlabor(Marx,1967).Thus,theemploymentrelationshipbecomesgenerallytradable,
andworkersalwayscountas the“imaginarygoods”(Polanyi&MacIver,1944). In thiscontext,
theexplanationofpovertysincethe19thcenturywasnolongerlimitedtoindividualfactors.The
uncontrolledconditionsforworkersintopoverty(i.e.,the“workingpoor”today)canberecognizedas
aprocessofmaterialization,alienation,or“recommodification”inthelabormarket(Holden,2003).

Onthisbasis,Esping-Andersen(1990)coined“decommodification”asthecentralcharacterof
welfare,whichsignals“thedegreetowhichindividuals,orfamilies,canupholdasociallyacceptable
standardoflivingindependentlyofmarketparticipation”(p.3).Inthissense,“decommodification”
serves against human’s high dependence on “pure market force” (Esping-Andersen, 2000). In
his influentialpublicationThe Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism,Esping-Andersendeveloped
a welfare state typology based on three dimensions: the relationship between the state and the
marketinthedeliveranceofwelfare,thestratifyingeffectsofthewelfarestate,andthequalityof
socialrights(Dewilde,2006).Amongthem,thelastdimensionistheextentofdecommodification.
Decommodificationreflectsthecorrelationbetweenthedistributionofsocialbenefitsandaworker’s
contributiontothemarket.Theclosertherelationshipis,thelowerthedecommodificationis,and
viceversa.

Theearlydiscussionof(re)commodificationoffersinsightintotheoriginofsocialwelfare,and
therelevantanalysesofdecommodificationpartiallyreflectthesignificanceoftheindependence
ofaworkertoamarket-orientedeconomy.Socialsecurityistheembodimentofthisconcern.To
decommodifyworkers,welfarestatesdevelopaseriesofsocialbenefitsandwelfareserviceprovisions.
Throughpromotingsocialsecuritydevelopment,theperson’sbasiclivingcanbemaintainedwithout
beingaffectedbythemarket.Similarly,asanessentialdimensionofworkinginpovertyintheresearch,
decommodification addresses the main functions of social security to support the working poor
regardlessofmarketparticipation.Thisdecommodificationprocessinvolvesaseriesofformalpolicies
suchasapension,sicknessbenefits,unemploymentsecurity,etc.,whichvaryacrosscountrieswith
closecorrespondencewithworkers’well-beingandtheriskofbeingpoor(Hemerijck,2012;Koch
&Fritz,2013).Forexample,supposedecommodificationregardingwelfare(ratherthanworkfare)
remainsatahighlevel,whichisguaranteed(atleast)theminimumincomeprotectionandthehigh
replacementrateindicatedbysocialinsurance,itislikelytolowertheriskofworkinginpovertyrisk
(Barchiesi,2001;Lohmann&Marx,2008;Lohmann,2008;VanLancker,2012).

InKarlMarx’sera,theeconomicdevelopmentneededtotransferlabortoproductiveforces,including
the“reasonable”existenceofinequalityandoppression,withtheresultofdirectmaterializationof
labor.Throughgivingsocialrightsbytheformsofsocialsecurity,decommodificationwasclassically
essentialfor(male-dominated)workerssincethesystemmaterializedandneededaliberationfromthe
labormarket.Afterareviewofpublicationsaboutdecommodification,theauthorsdiscussfourtrends
indecommodificationresearch:1)thecontinualdiscussionoftheworker’sdecommodificationintothe
fieldofsocialwelfare(Anderson&Hecht,2015;Holden,2003;Mütevellioğlu&Cizel,2010;Scruggs
&Allan,2004;Vail,2010);2)theexpansionofdecommodificationanalysisintheeconomicfield,
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suchasecologicaleconomy,greeneconomy,etc.(Carruthers,2014;Gerber&Gerber,2017;Knuth,
2017);3)theexplorationsofdecommodificationinindividualhealth(e.g.,self-perceptionhealth
andwork-injury;Abel,2015;Gal,2004);and4)theinnovativeapplicationofthedecommodification
typologiesintotheEastAsianwelfareregime(Aspalter,2005;Blackmore,Keeley,Pyburn,Mangnus,
Chen&Yuhui,2012;Gough,2000;Kam,2012;LaGrange&Pretorius,2005).Throughtheabove
researchtrends,wefindthatscholarsareconcernedaboutsocialequityinthedistributionofsocial
benefits,therefinementorreconstructionofwelfareregimes,andindividuallifecare.

In comparison to these focused points, it is worth noting that some research does focus on
diversityintheprocessofdecommodification.Nevertheless,thesedifferencesoriginatefromthe
socialsecurity,socialstructure,andcultureshockinternationally,whichcouldenableresearchers
tobetterunderstandthepossible“multiplicity”oflinkingthewelfarestatedevelopmenttothefinal
positionoftheindividualindifferentsocieties.Thereby,itcallsfor(toanappropriateextent)the
internationalanalysisofmultipledecommodificationforms/pathsinexistingdiversesocialsecurity
systems.Second,thestudyofdecommodificationonthegenderdimensionremainsunderstudied,and
theexistingrelevantanalysescannotprovideacompleteexplanationfortheprevalenceofworking
in poverty in different countries, especially for poor female workers. Since decommodification
differentiatesbysexintermsofbothprocessanddegree(eventhoughitoperateswithinthesametype/
patternofsocialsecurity),thestudyofdecommodificationwithoutanygender-specificperspective
isnotthatsimple,whichisfarfromenough.Thedifferentiateddecommodificationpathsbetween
menandwomenarechallengingthegeneralized/generic interpretationof thepotential impactof
socialsecurityontheworkingpoor.Fromagenderperspective,itiscrucialforwomenwhoworkin
povertytobeeconomicallyindependentthroughdecommodification,sothattheycanbeliberatedfrom
“thecompulsiontoenterorstayinamarriagebecauseofeconomicvulnerability”andbeliberated
fromtheviciouscycleof“workinghardand[being]paidpoor[ly]”(Orloff,1993,p.321).Women
havehistoricallybeentheprimaryprovidersofunpaiddomesticwork;todate,theystillshouldera
disproportionateburdenoffamilycareandsuffermarginalizationinemploymentbasedongender
(Janus,2012).Withthechangesinmarketandfamilystructures,morewomenareparticipatingin
economicactivitiesandtheirrightsandinterestsareexpressedgraduallyandlegally.Generalworkers
andfemaleworkersaresufferingtheriskofpoverty,butpoorfemaleworkersmightbeshapednot
onlybythemarketbutalsobyfamilyortraditional“natural”obligations/so-called“commonsense”.

With thisbackground, the rapiddevelopmentofwelfare states follows the rethinkingof the
relationshipbetweentheexistencevalueofahumanbeingandvalueasaworkerinthelabormarket.
Onthisbasis,ithasbeenarguedthatadecommodifiedsocietyhelpsrecognizetheworthofahuman
beingasdistinctfromthecontributionstheymakeintheeconomicfield.Furthermore,poorfemale
workersmaybeinvolvedintheprocessofrelativelylowdecommodificationwhilehavingspecifically
differentiatedpathsinthedifferentcontextsofsocieties.

Basedonthesefouraspects,theanalysisofdecommodificationenablesindividualstokeepan
eyeontherelationshipbetweenworkinginpovertyandsocialsecurityinthelabormarketaswell
asthemultipleforms(e.g.,incidence,compositions,etc.)ofworkinginpovertydiffersubstantially
from these connections. The paper focuses on analyzing this “multiplicity” in the process of
decommodification in social security between Belgium and China. On the premise of this, the
authorsproposeatheoreticalhypothesis:poorfemaleworkersmayfaceanincreasinglyhighriskof
povertythroughalowdecommodificationprocesssetbyvariousformsofsocialsecuritysystems.
The research intends to prove such an understanding and to highlight that working in poverty
comes in “multiple”guises inwhichdiverse settingsof social securitymay impactonworkers’
decommodificationprocesstoavaryingextentatthecountrylevel.Thestartingpointforthistask
stems from thenotionof“multiplicity”.By lookingat the institutionalcontexts inBelgiumand
China,themultipleformsofworkinginpovertyareobservable.Thereby,thisworkdiscusseshow
thedifferentinstitutionalinfluences(i.e.,theinfluenceofthedegreeofdecommodification)affect
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employmentandworkinginpovertyusingEsping-Andersen’s(1990)fourtypesofsocialsecurity
thatimpactonthedecommodificationprocesstoworkers.

SeLeCTING BeLGIUM AND CHINA FoR CoMPARISoN 

Gendered Poverty Issues in Labor Markets with a High Rate of Female Participation
Intheinternationalcomparisonofpoorfemaleworkers,Chinarepresentsatypicalcase,asithasa
highfemalelaborforceandrelativelyhighgenderinequalityintheworkforce.Women’semployment
inChinaranksasoneofthehighestintheworld,withafemalelaborforceof63.3percentin2016
(WorldBank,2017).Meanwhile,Chinarecordsarelativelyhighincidenceofworkingpoverty(13.6
percent)oftotalemploymentin2013(lessthan$2perday)(seeTable1).Womenhavesufferedmore
disadvantagesthanmenregardingemployment,payment,andretirementagesincethe1978economic
reformandmarkettransition(Chi&Li,2014;Song&Dong,2011;Tang&Long,2013).InChina,
womenexperiencedagreatstatuschangefrom“womenholduphalfthesky”(MaoZedong,1965)
to“womenare‘losers’duringChina’smarkettransition”(He&Wu,2014).Agrowinggendergap
persistsinparticipationandearnings,whichindicateswomen’shigherriskofpovertythanmenin
employment.Withregardstowageequality,accordingtotheGlobalGenderGapReport(2016),
womeninChinaearn35percentlessthanmenforsimilarworkandrankinthebottomthirdofthe
GlobalGenderGapIndex.Moreover,intermsofoccupationlevel,womeninChinashowrelatively
weakempowermentwithafemale/maleratioof0.20inpositionsoflegislators,seniorofficials,and
managers(WorldEconomicForum,2016).Basedonthisinformation,theworkinginpovertyissueis
genderspecific,andthefocusongenderequalityhasofficiallybeenre-emphasizedsincethe1990s.

ThisgenderedtendencyalsohappensinsomeEuropeannations,suchasBelgium.Belgiumis
verysuccessfulinavoidingpovertyamongworkers(Peña-Casas,2009).However,itseemsitdoes
notalwaysworkforallpeople,at leastnotexplicitly targeted towomen.In termsof laborforce
participation,BelgiumshowsrelativelyhigherfemaleparticipationinthelabormarketattheEUlevel
(Figure1),andaboutworkinginpoverty,theincidenceofworkingpoorrecordsarelativelylowlevel
amongtheEuropeancountries.Nevertheless,aspresentedinTable2,womensufferahigherriskof
workinginpovertythanmen.AttheEUlevel,workinginpovertyhasbeenincreasingstronglyin
mostcountries(Marx&Nolan,2012).Europeshowsacommonphenomenonthatmenusuallysuffer
ahigherriskofworkingpovertythanwomeninthelabormarket(EU27in2015:male10.2%>female
8.7%),whilealsoslightlydiffersacrossnations.Althoughmanynationsmaskasimilartendencyto
theEUlevel,somenationsdonot.Forinstance,Germany,Belgium,andNorwayallrecordahigher
rateofworkinginpovertyforwomenthanformen.Moreover,whentracingthegendergapofthe
workingpoorgrowthrate,morethanhalfof theEUnationsexperienceahighergrowthratefor
women.ThegendergapinBelgiumhasbeenontheriseduringthe2010swhenwomenmaintained
aslightlyhighergrowthrateoftheworkingpoor.Inthissense,Belgiumislikelytoexperiencean
over-representedandgrowingtrendinpoorfemaleworkersinthecomingyears.

Remarkably,BelgiumreflectsthesameworkingpovertyissueasChina;therisksofworkingin
povertyforwomeninbothnationsisincreasing,andthegendergaptendstobewider.Thegrowth
inthegendergapofworkinginpovertyreflectsthatwomenstillsufferahigherriskofexperiencing
povertywhentheyareworking,eveninnationswithahighrateoffemaleemployment.Thereby,

Table 1. Working poverty rate in China (% of total employment)

China (ILO estimation) 1986 1997 2013

Workingpovertyrate 11.3% 19.1% 13.6%

Sources: working poor rate in 1986 and 1997 comes from “The size of the working poor in developing countries”, ILO- Employment Paper 2001/16; 
working poor rate in 2013 comes from ILO - Trends Econometric Models, April 2014.
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theprimaryconsiderationforcomparingBelgiumandChinaistofocusonthegenderedtendency
ofworkinginpovertythatbothnationshavebeenrecentlyexperiencing.Moreover,examiningpoor
femaleworkersbyinternationalcomparisonismeanttoansweracommonquestion:whyworking
inpovertyseemstoimpactwomenmoreinthesenations.Althoughtheymaybedifferentinmany
waysregardingsocioeconomiccontexts,theyarecloselymatchedontheworkingpovertyissue.First,
theyarebothmembersofinternationalorganizations:TheOrganizationforEconomicCo-operation
andDevelopment(OECD)andtheInternationalLaborOrganization(ILO).Further,Belgiumand
Chinaexplicitlyshareacommonreferencepointintermsofemploymentandworkers’well-being.
Second,theBelgianlabormarketandChineselabormarketareappropriate“terraces”forexamining
theprevailingprocessesforthegenderedtrendintheworkingpoor.Moreover,globalizationand
modernization are never the processes of homogenization, which de facto produce even greater
complexityinflexibilityandprecariousnessinemploymentforms,whichleavesthepersontoface
lifecyclerisksinanindividualizedway.Thus,werecognizedthepluralizationtrendsofpovertyand
inequality.Thatis,thedifferentwaysthephenomenonofpovertycanemergeandspreadaswellas
theexplanatoryfactorsbasedonnational-statecontexts.Then,wearguethattheincomparability
isbasedonasignificantdifferenceinsocietalcontexts,whichisabreakthroughindetectingthe
diversityofthisworkingpoorphenomenon.Inthisway,researchingwomenworkinginpovertyin
bothBelgiumandChinacanhelpdevelopafoundationforsuchtransnationaldialogueinthefuture.

Working in Poverty: An economic and Gendered Topic
Workinginpovertyisnotonlyaneconomictopic.Forexample,inBelgium,theworkinginpoverty
ratedevelopedparalleltotheGDPfrom2004to2015(seeFigure1).Suchatendencymasksthefact
thattheincidenceofworkingpoorisnotcyclicalwithaneconomicdownturn.Incontrast,working
inpovertyincreasedwhentheeconomyimproved,bothin2008and2014,whichseemtoshowthat
economicgrowthalonedidnotefficientlyreducetheriskofpovertyamongtheworkingpopulation.
Basedonthis,itisworthnotingthatworkingpoorcoexistwithrapideconomicdevelopmentandother
non-economicfeatures.Therefore,theworkingpooraremostlikelypoorbecauseofotherfactors
comingfromthelabormarketorhouseholds.Basedonthis,weexploretheworkinginpovertyissue
asamultidisciplinaryproblem,whichisnotlimitedtoeconomicsbutisalsolinkedtochangesin
family,themarket,andthewelfareprovision.

Moreover,workinginpovertyisnolongeragender-neutralphenomenon,andwomenseemto
bemorelikelythanmentofallintopovertyinthelabormarket.AccordingtoEurostatdata,women
intheEU-28levelpresentaconsistentlylowerriskofworkinginpovertythanmenfrom2010to
2015.However,womeninBelgiumhavegraduallyhigherriskratethanmeninthelabormarketsince
2014.AlthoughBelgiumshowsacomparativelylowworkinginpovertyrateinEurope,thereisa
steadyrateof4.7%ofemployedpeoplewhosufferahighriskofpoverty.Moreover,womenrecord
theover-representedandincreasingtrendstobecometheworkingpoor.Whenlookingatworking
inpovertyratebyage,theriskoftheworkingpoorissignificantlyhigherintheagegroupentering
thelabormarket-agefrom18-24.Comparatively,theriskratedecreaseswithage,growinginthe
EU28level,whileBelgiumshowstheincreasedriskofworkinginpovertyintheagegroupof55
to64(bothformenandwomen).Moreover,womeninBelgiumshowasignificantlyhigherriskof

Table 2. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by sex in Belgium (2005-2016) (Age:18-64)

Belgium 2005 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2015 2016 Growth

Total 3.9 4.0 4.7 4.4 4.5 4.8 4.5 4.7 0.8

Female 3.1 3.6 5.1 4.1 4.4 5.1 4.7 4.6 1.5

Male 4.6 4.3 4.4 4.8 4.5 4.5 4.3 4.8 0.2

Sources: Eurostat-In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by age and sex - EU-SILC survey ([ilc_iw01]). Data of 2000 comes from Brady at al. (2010).
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becomingworkingpoorthanmenagedfrom18to54,whichcontrastswiththesituationoftheEU28
(wherewomenshowagenerallylowerriskratethanmenintheaverageEU28level).Inshort,there
isacleargenderedpatternthatemergesconcerningageinBelgium:womenhaveaslightlyhigher
riskofpovertyintheinitialstageoftheirprofessionalcareersand,duetotheirresponsibilityfor
primarycare,theytendtoquitworkwhenretirementisimminent.Thus,womeninBelgiumsuffera
higherriskofpovertyintheirprofessionalcareers,especiallyintheearlystageofthelabormarket.

Inshort,theworkingpoorphenomenonisapotentialriskofpovertyamong(female)workers.
Underthecoexistenceofglobalization,precarityinlabormarketsandtheemployment-linkedsocial
securityarefacingthechallenge.In-workpovertyasa“post-industrialphenomenon”(Bonoli,2007;
Marx&Nolan,2012)isdevelopinginamoreindividualism(risk)trendwithdifferentexperiences
betweenmenandwomenbyages,byvarious lifestyles amongvarioushouseholdcompositions,
employmentstatus,andinstitutionalcircumstance.Underthetrendsofglobalizationandindividualism,
theworkingpoorshaveahighlevelofprecariousrisks,andsocialsecurityisindeedplayingapivotal
roleinpreventinglabourpoverty.Nevertheless,large-scaleresearchobservedthatnumbersofworking
poorscommonlylackedaccesstonecessarysocialsecurity,suchasmentalhealthfacilitiesandservices,

Figure 1. GDP and in-work at-risk-of-poverty rate in Belgium. Source: The World Bank. GDP. Belgium.

Figure 2. In-work, at-risk of poverty rate in Belgium. Sources: Eurostat-In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by age and sex - EU-SILC 
survey.
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childservicesfromlow-incomeworkingfamilies,unemploymentinsuranceandsoon(McMurray&
Kazanjian,1982;Smith,1985).ThisisalsotrueinChinathatmostoflow-incomeworkerscannot
affordtopayinsuranceindividual’ssharing.Inthiscontext,theresearchisdedicatedtofocusonthe
aspectsofsocialsecurityprotectingworkers(i.e.,policiesrelatedtodecommodification).

The Possibility of Comparison Between Belgium and China
Duetotwoverydifferentsocietieswithrespectivevariousreorganizationandconceptualizationabout
theworkinginpovertyphenomenon,itseemstobedifficulttoconductthecross-nationalcomparison
of thisobservedsocial factbetweenBelgiumandChina.Nevertheless, it ispossible to regarda
comparativestudyas“across-levelanalysis(alsocouldbeacross-systemorcross-timeanalysis)
wherevariationwithintheunitcouldbeexplainedbycharacteristicsoftheunit”(Teune,1975,p.
196).Explanationincomparativeresearchbasedontwodistinctsocialsystemsispossible“ifand
onlyifparticularsocialsystemsobservedintimeandspacearenotviewedasfiniteconjunctionsof
constituentelements,butratherasresiduaoftheoreticalvariables”(Teune&Przeworski,1970,p.30).
Inthissense,bothtwonationshaveagenderclassification;theyhavefamilieswhichareprotecting
networks;havelabormarketsandgovernmentswhichhavepoliciesrelatedtosocialinclusionand
welfareprotection.Itisinthisfour-foldcontext,withtheir“unique”characteristicsthatourcomparative
analysisofacommonissue(Workinginpoverty)willtakeplace,basedonthefollowingfouraspects:
“mostdifferentsystems”design,conceptualequivalence,comparativelogic,andpovertyinworkers.

First,the“MostDifferentSystems”Design(MDSD)wasproposedbyTeuneandPrzeworski
(1970)withtwoclassicaldistinctcomparativeanalysisstrategies.OneistheMDSD,whichcompares
casesthatshareacertainpoliticaloutcome,anditconsidersexplanatoryfactorsthatarecrucialto
generatingtheoutcome.Theotheroneisthe“MostSimilarSystems”Design(MSSD),whichseeksto
identifykeyfeaturesthataredifferentamongsimilarcountriesandaccountfortheobservedpolitical
outcome.MSSDfollowsanintersystemmaximumstrategy,wherebycommonfeaturesarecontrollable
forandintersystemdifferencesareexplanatoryvariables.Then,thenumberofcommonfeaturesis
maximal,thenumberofdifferencesisminimal,andareabstractedaskeyfeatures(Teune&Przeworski,
1970).Bycomparison,MDSDprovidesacross-systemicstrategy,whichallowsresearcherstochoose
twoormoresystemsthatarefundamentallydifferent.Itisparticularlysuitableforthecomparative
studyofaspecificoutcomethatneedstobeexplained.Inotherwords,ifacertainsocialissuerecords
nosignificantdifferenceswithinthesystem,anditoccursintwodistinctsystems,systemfactorsdo
matterandoneneedstoexplainthecommonissuebylookingatthedifferencesbetweenthesystems.

InthecaseofBelgiumandChina,weadopttheMDSDstrategy.Theresearchexaminestwovery
differentsocialsystems(i.e.,BelgiumandChina)thatshowmultipleformsofwomenworkingin
poverty.Thefirstisthefemaleworkinginpovertyinfullurbantransformation.Theotheristherural
femalepovertytypeinamixedconditionwherebothagriculturalandindustrialsocietysimultaneously
coexist.Thegoalofthecomparisonistofigureoutwhathappenedabouttheobservedgroupswith
twoverydifferentsocialsystems,toexplorethecommonexplanatorypatternsleadingtothegendered
workinginpovertytrends,andalsotoproperlyabstractandnamethe“unique”factorsinexplaining
thegenerationof itsmultiple formsIn thisway,ourcross-nationalcomparative research tries to
explainthegenderedtrendofworkinginpovertyatthelevelofdistinctsocialsystems.

Second,conceptualequivalenceisthecentralissueforaninternationalcomparison,anditdeals
withhowtoconstructanappropriatedefinitionandindicatorsthatarerelevantandmeasurable.As
“conceptsareexpectedtohavedifferentmeaningsindifferentcountries…thefirststageiswhenan
equivalentmeasureofaconceptinvariouscountriesisnecessary”(Przeworski&Teune,1966,pp.
552–553).Conceptualequivalencerefersto“aconstructhavingthesamemeaningacrossgroups,
whichisalsothefirstrequirementbeforeconductinganycomparison”(Harachietal.,2006,p.359).
Toachievecomparability,ashareddefinitionofworkinginpovertyissuemustbefound.Working
inpovertyisamultifacetedproblem(Danziger&Gottschalk,1986),resultingfromorshapedby
multiplefactors,andthenatureofworkingpovertymaydifferacrossnations.Themeasuredworking
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poorpopulationmayalsobeverysensitivetothestatisticaldefinitionadopted,especiallywhenthe
profileoftheworkingpoorgroupsatthecross-nationallevelarecompared.

Third,comparativelogicisusedtopresentthesocialsecuritysystemsinBelgiumandChina,
anditexaminestheirpossibleimpactongenderedworkinginpoverty.First,theauthorstrackthe
sourceofthisdiversitybyintroducingthetimedimensionintheanalysisofthesocialsecuritysystem.
Pleasedonotforgettheimportanceoftime-basedfactors;weconsiderseveralcriticaleventsinthe
contextofChinesesocialsecuritydevelopmentsuchasunitwelfare,SOEreform,householdsystem,
pensionreform,etc.Theresultexhibitstwonationsthatdisplaydifferentconfigurationsofpossible
factorsattheircriticalmomentsinawaythathelpsillustratethedifferentprofilesofcross-national
poorfemaleworkers.Second,weconductadetailedinvestigationofwelfare-statebenefitsfocusedon
theperspectiveofdecommodificationinsocialsecurityprograms(i.e.,socialsecurityisexaminedin
fourelements:pension,sicknessbenefits,unemploymentbenefits,andfamilyallowance)andinclude
thisexaminationinamultivariate,cross-nationalanalysisofwomenworkinginpoverty.Third,the
authorsoutline thedistinctdecommodificationprocess foreachsetofsocial securitysystems in
differentsocialstructures.

Finally,thefocusoftheresearchobjectiveisontheworkinginpovertyphenomenon.Thegoalof
improvingcitizens’well-beingisthesameinallnations,buthowthisgoalispursuedvaries(Airio,
2008).Themeasurementandexplorationofpovertyhavebecomeaninternationalconcern.However,
itmay takemanydecades todevelopequivalent andappropriate indicators forwide application
(Marelieretal.,2007,pp.46–53).Focusingon“povertyinworkers”alsoreflectsthegrowingattention
ofobservingthepovertyissueinwork(amongemployedpeople).Italsoaddressestheexploration
ofpotentialrelationshipsbetween“poverty”and“work”,sothe“workingpoor”and“workingin
poverty”areusedinterchangeably.Theadaptedunderstandingofcomparativeobjectivemakesthe
researchmoreapplicableandacceptableinthenationallabormarket.Basedonthis,theresearch
isdedicatedtotheaspectsofsocialsecuritythatprotectsworkers,andsomespecificpoliciesmay
impactworkinginpoverty,suchaspublicchildcareandeldercareprovisions.

DeCoMMoDIFICATIoN IN SoCIAL SeCURITy 
SySTeM BeTWeeN BeLGIUM AND CHINA

According toEsping-Andersen’s (1990) research, fourclassic typesof social security impacton
thede-commodifiedprocesstoworkers:universalsocialsecurity,insurancetype,socialassistance
type,andindividualabilitytoaccumulatewealth.Theuniversalsocialsecuritysystemcontributes
moretoworkers’needs/intereststopromotepeople’srelativelyhighindependenceonearnedincome
inthelabormarket.Thereby,itsdecommodificationdegreeisthehighest.Second,insurancetype
takesanindividual’semploymentstatusandworkperformanceastheprimarystandards;thus,only
thosewhoparticipateineconomicactivitiesareeligibletoenterinsuranceprotection,sothelevelof
decommodificationisrelativelylow.Next,thesocial-assistancetypereliesonmeanstestingandretains
thelowlevelofbenefitsforthepoor,sothedecommodificationislower.Finally,theindividual’s
abilitytoaccumulatewealthdependsontheindividual’saccumulation.Thesocialsecuritypaymenthas
beenunabletochangethefamilyincomeandwelfarelevel,soitishighlycommodifiedforworkers.

Theinternationalcomparativeperspectiveenablesustoexaminethevariedimpactsofabove
multiple “types/degrees”ofdecommodificationonworkers’ capacity to face the risks related to
employment. Meanwhile, a comparative framework of the social security system (related to the
decommodificationprocess)systematicallycombines thediscussionsof fundingsources,service
provisions,thenatureofitsuniversality,andthereplacementlevelofsocialbenefitstoworkearnings,
etc. On this basis, we focus on these discussions particularly from four crucial social benefits
(pension,sickness,unemploymentbenefits2,andadditionallytakingaccountthefamilyallowance),
andsimultaneouslyadoptsthetraditionalanalyticalpatternofdecommodificationresearchinsocial
security – to compare specific indicators such as individual’s contribution, public expenditures,
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securitycoverage,andaccessqualificationstorelevantbenefits,etc.,betweenBelgiumandChina.
Ingeneral,bothBelgiumsocialsecurityandChinasocialsecurityarebasedonthesocialinsurance
operation.Thedifferenceisthat,intermsoffamilyallowance,Chinareliesontheassistancetypewith
tax-financedandmeans-testedminimumsubsistenceguarantee,andBelgiumhasbasicfamilybenefits
andsupplementsforapensioner,asingleparent,orapersonunemployedwhohaschildren(Table3).

Pension
InBelgium,thestatutorypensionsystemsaredesignedwiththreecomponents(theearnings-related
publicschemewithaminimumpension,themeans-testedsafetynet-GRAPA[GarantiedeRessources
auxPersonnesAgées],andthesurvivorpension),whichbelongtoTypeBandCinEsping-Andersen’s
classification(Figure2).Theearnings-relatedpensionsystemsoperatewithcompulsoryinsurance
andhaveschemesforprivate-sectorworkers,self-employedpersons,andcivilservants.Thenormal
retirementageis65forbothmenandwomen,andearlyretirementispossibleat62withagiven
minimumcareerlength.

InChina,thestatutorypensionsystemoperatesbasedonpensioninsurance,whichhasthree
typesofcoveragefordifferentbenefitgroups(Figure8)thataregeneralizableasTypeB.PensionA
isabasicpensioninsuranceandmandatoryforindividualemployees,self-employedperson,part-time
employees,andcasualworkers.PensionBschemesareforruralornon-salariedurbanresidents;and
PensionC:specialgovernment-funded,employer-administeredsystemsforcivilservants(Figure9).
Asfortheageofeligibilityforpension,themandatoryretirementageinChinais60formen,50for
womenblue-collar,and55forwomenwhitecollar.

Forthesourceoffunds,BelgianstatutorypensionsarePAYG-systembasedoncareerduration
andincomeearned(Figure3).Thecontributionrateis7.5percentofreferenceearningsforworkers
and8.86percentofreferenceearningsforemployers(FPSSocialsecurity,2016).Bycomparison,
after50yearsofprobeand reform,China’spensionsystemhasgone from thePAYG-system to
socialpoolingcombinedwithindividualaccounts.InPensionA,eachmonthurbanemployeespay
8percentoftheirwagestotheirmandatoryindividualaccounts,andemployerspay20percentinto
thebasicpensioninsurance.Forself-employedworkers,theyneedtopayatotalof20percentofthe
localaveragewageforthepensionbythemselves(12%intothesocialpool,and8%intoindividual
account;seeTables3and4).Basedonthis,theindividual’ssharingofthepensioninChinaisnearly
28percent,whichishigherthanBelgium’sandotherEUcountries.Itparticularlycausesacertain
financialburdenforlow-incomeorself-employedworkerswhoareencouragedtoworkharderfor
earnings.InPensionB,ruralandnon-salariedurbanresidentscanchoosetopay100RMBto2,000
RMB(12scales)forthepensionandgetpensionbenefitscalculatedonthebaseoftheamountthey
contributed,whichisusuallylowerthanthelevelofPensionA.

Toexaminethedecommodificationofpensionsystems,theauthorsadoptfourspecificindicators:
1)thecontributionperiod,measuredasnumbersofyearsofcontributionsrequiredtoqualifyfora
standardpension;2)thepublicpensionspendingandtheindividual’sshareofpensionfinancing;3)
thepensioncoverage;and4)thestandardpensionbenefitsforanormalworker-thereplacementrate.

Table 3. Type of social security in Belgium and China (2014)

  Pension Sickness Unemployment Family allowance 

China B BC B C

Belgium BC B B BC



Journal of Comparative Asian Development
Volume 18 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

41

Retirement Age and Contribution Period
InBelgium,toqualifyforafullpension,individualsneedtohaveacontributionrecordof45years
attheageof65.Theretirementageis65bothformenandwomen,whichmarksthegenderequality
inBelgiumsocialsecurity.Bycomparison,themandatoryretirementageinChinais55forwomen
and60 formen.According tocurrent regulation, theperiodofpaymentofpension insurance is
atleast15years.ThisisbecausewhentheChinesegovernmentbegantobuildthesocialsecurity
systeminthe1990s,manyemployeeswerealready40to50yearsoldandhadneverpaidthesocial
insurancepremiumsbefore,soforthem,itwouldonlybeabouttenyearstoretirefromsettingup
thepublicpensioninsurance.Thegovernmentregulatedtheminimumcontributionperiodfor15
years.Meanwhile,self-employedpeopleandpart-timeworkersarealsoencouragedtoparticipate
duringthattime.

Incomparison toothercountries,Chinahas relatively low retirementage.For instance, the
mandatoryretirementageintheNordicregionis65-70,inBritainis65years,andintheUnitedStates
is62yearsold.Today,withtheincreaseoflifeexpectancyandtheincreaseoftheburdenofpublic

Figure 3. Coverage of three types of pesions in china (TypeC)

Table 3. The source of pension funds in Belgium

  Insured person Self-employed 
person 

Employer Government 

Pension 7.5%ofreferenceearnings(oldageandsurvivors).Pensioners
andpre-pensionerscontributefrom0.5%to2%ofthepension

oremploymentwithacompanysupplement.

Notapplicable. 8.86%ofreferenceearnings
(oldageandsurvivors)

Annual
subsidies

Source: Social security-everything you have always wanted to know. January 2016. Federal Public Service, social security. 
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pensioninsurance,delayingtheretirementageinChinahasbecomeaninevitablechoice.Inaddition
tothisoverallagedifference,itismoreworthpayingattentiontothedifferenceinretirementage
betweenmenandwomeninChina(e.g.,thenormalpensionageis60formen,50forwomenblue-
collar,and55forwomenwhite-collar).Wefindtwodifferentphenomena.Thefirstistheacademics’
observationofretirementageacrosstheworld(潘锦棠,2003).Thereare165countriesthathave
pensioninsurance.Amongthesecountries,Chinaisoneofthesevencountriesthatkeepwomen
retiringattheageof50(theSolomonIslands,China-femaleworkers,Turkey,Kiribati,Swaziland,
Kuwait,andSriLanka).Meanwhile,nearly60%ofcountriessetupthesameretirementageforboth
menandwomen(98countries).ThesecondphenomenoncomesfromanInternetinvestigationof
thepublicreactiontoincreasesinretirementage(中国之声,新闻晚高峰report,2015).Nearly80%
ofChineseInternetusersarenotinfavorofthemaleandfemaleretirementagesynchronizationat
theageof65.SomeInternetusersthinkthatiftheretirementageofwomengenerallyextendsto
60,womenwillfacemorefamilyburdenssuchaschildandeldercare.Astheonlycountrywitha
one-childpolicy,younggenerationsmustlookaftermoreelders(4~8)inonefamily.Thereby,some
womenthinkthatraisingthefemaleretirementagewillstrengthentheconstraintbetweenthefamily
andwork.Basedonthesetwocases,noonecanclarifythereasonthatwomenretireearlierthan
meninChina,andmeanwhile,noonecanpubliclydoubttheunequalretirementagebysex.This
presuppositionofgenderdisparityinretirementagereflectsthegenderinequityofbothemployment
rightsandpensionrights.Womenretirefiveyearsearlierthanmenatthesamejobs,therebyreducing
earningsandpensions.Itdirectlyaffectswomen’saccumulationofpensionbenefitsovertheircareer
relativetomen,andindirectlyleadstodisadvantagedsituationsintheiremploymentopportunities
andcareerpromotions.

Thestandardofpensionbenefitscloselycorrespondstotwoprerequisites:theactualcontribution
periodthatpeoplepaypensioninsuranceandhowmuchtheypayperyear(100%,80%,or70%).

Table 4. The source of pension funds in China

  Insured 
employee

Self-employed 
person

Employer Government

PensionA Basicpension
insurance

No 12%ofthelocal
averagewage

permonthinthe
previousyear

Upto20%
ofpayroll,
depending
onlocal

government
regulations.

Centralandlocalgovernments
providesubsidiesasneeded.

Mandatory
individual
account

8%of
employee’s

wage

8%ofthelocal
averagewage

permonthinthe
previousyear

No Centralandlocalgovernments
providesubsidiesasneeded.

PensionB Non-
contributory

pension

No No No Thecentralgovernment
providesthetotalcost(atleast
55yuanamonthperinsured

person)inthecentraland
westernregionsand50%ofthe

costintheeasternregion.

Individual
account

Achoiceof100
yuanto2,000
yuanayear

accordingto12
scales.

Achoiceof100
yuanto2,000yuan
ayearaccordingto

12scales

No Localgovernmentsprovide
aminimumannualsubsidy
of30yuantotheindividual

accountofeachinsuredperson
(atleast60yuanforthosewho
contributeatleast500yuan).

Source: Regulation on the National Social Security Fund. May 1, 2016. 



Journal of Comparative Asian Development
Volume 18 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

43

Itconveysamessagethatthepreconditionforpeopletogetarelativelyhighstandardpensionin
retirement is toactivelycommodify their labor inearlierperiodsof their life.On thisbasis, the
disparityofretirementagebysexinChinahighlightsthelinksbetweenwomen’seconomicdependence
throughworkandarelativelylowlevelofdecommodification.Thatis,womenaremorelikelytohave
adiscontinuousandshortercareethanmen,whichimpactswomen’srelativelylowerstandardsof
pensionthanmenafterbeingretired.Thus,thedisparityagesettingofretirement,toalargeextent,
tieswomencloselytoanintensecommodifiedprocessandadilemma.Ononehand,theymaybemore
responsibleforfamilycare;ontheotherhand,theymayhavenochoicebuttoworkharderandlonger
togetthechancetoaccumulatethesameamountofretirementincomeastheirmalecounterparts.

Public Pension Spending and Individual’s Sharing
Publicpensionspendingisanindicatorthatexpresseshowthestateissharingresponsibilityforolder
peoplewhoarelivingafterquittingthelabormarket.Overthepast50yearsinBelgium,therehasbeen
anobviousdecreaseinbirthrateandincreasedlifeexpectancy(below70yearsoldin1960to80.4
yearsoldin2014).Similarly,Chinaisalsoexperiencingrapidlyagingtimeswithshapelydeclined
thebirthrate.Comparedwiththetwonations,thecommonphenomenonisthatbothcountriesare
experiencinganincreasingold-age-dependencyratio,whichhasalreadycreatedanimbalancebetween
contributionandexpenditure,thusleadingthefinicalstress.Differently,Belgium’sexpenditureon
publicpensions(includingpre-pensionanddisabilityallowances)sharedcertainandsteadygrowing
proportionsofGDPfrom10.8percentin2005to12.7percentin2015(Eurostat-Expenditureon
pensions,2015),whichsharesamoderatespendinglevelacrosstheEUlevelandisrelativelyhigher
thantheaverageOECD(relativetotheaveragepublicpensionspendinginOECDis8.4%)(OECD,
2015).InChina,comparednomattertoBelgiumorOECD,Chinesecentralandlocalgovernments
providesubsidiesasneededinapension,contributing4.13percentofGDPspendingtothepublic
pensionwithquitealimitedextent(郑秉文,2016),whichiswellbelowtheratioinBelgiumand
evenaverageOECD.

Byobservingtheabovedifferences,wecanfigureouttheattitudeforastatetothemeanings
ofolderpeoplethathowtheyvaluepeoplewhoareretiredfromeconomicactivities.BothBelgium
andChinahaveamarket-basedeconomyinwhichsocialsecurityisusuallyreformedsurroundit.
ParticularlyChinaisfacingaproblemofbothhighindividualsharingandlowpublicpensionspending,
andthisistheoutcomeofpensionreformfollowingtheeconomicreform.

Historically,China’spensionsystemstartedinearly1951,anditsdevelopmentcanbesummarized
into four stages. The first stage of establishment was based on pension insurance (1951-1965).
Duringthatperiod,themainworkforthegovernmentwastoestablishaunifiednationalpension
insurancesystemandmovegraduallytowardstandardizationandinstitutionalization.Thesecond
stageofpensioninsurancecausedhavoc(1966-1976).BecauseofChina’sCulturalRevolution,the
relatedburdenofpensionfinancingmeantthattheywerealltransferredtoenterprisesandsocial
insurancebecameenterpriseinsurance;thenormalretirementsystemwasinterrupted.Inthethird
stageofpensionsystemrecoveryandadjustment,aftertenyearsofchaos,thegovernmenttooka
gradualapproachtoadjustthepensioninsurancebacktothenormalretirementsystembyadjusting
thecalculationmethod.Thefourthstageofpensioninnovationandreform(1993-present)established
atwo-tierpensionsystem,consistingofabasicpensionandamandatoryemployeecontributionto
asecond-tierplan.Nowadays,centralandlocalgovernmentstransferthefinancialresponsibilityto
themarket(enterprise)sincetheeconomicreform(DengXiaopingleaderguidedtodevelopmarket-
basedeconomy,1987).Employersmustpay20percentofthepublicpension,andemployeesmust
pay8percentofgrossinsuredearnings.Themarkettransferstheresponsibilitytotheindividual,so
the20percentofthepublicpensionthatenterprisesshouldpaywouldalwaysreflectasthewageof
employees.Thereby,theproblemisthatthemandatorycontributionratesforemployersandemployees
arehighacrosstheworld(evenhigherthannearly16.36percentofindividualssharinginBelgium).
Thisisespeciallytrueforpoorfemaleworkerswhoaremostlyself-employedorinsmall/private
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enterprisesandfacetheeconomicburdentocontributepensionfees.Indeed,itisdifficultforpoor
femaleworkerstocontributeandevenmoredifficultforasingleworkingmother.

Pension Coverage 
In Belgium, the coverage of the public pension system (first pillar) has reached 99 percent. In
comparison,Chinahasdevelopedthebasicpensionsystemwitharelativelyhighpensioncoverage
of90percent3.Nevertheless,Chinahasalargepopulationbase,soupto100millionpeoplehave
notparticipatedinthepensionsystemyet.Amongthisuninsuredpopulation,therearemainlytwo
workinggroupsthatarehardlycoverableintheexistingpensionsystem.Oneistheflexibleemployees
inpart-time,flexibleornonstandardjobs.Sincethe2000s,therapiddevelopmentoftheInternet
economyinChinahascreatedlargenumbersofjobswithflexibleemploymentforms,likecouriers,
shopkeepersofonlinestores,privatedriversincar-hiringonline,etc.Theotheristhemigrantworkers
(ruralpeasantworkers)workinginsmallandmedium-sizedenterpriseswithrelativelylowincome.
Undertheimpactofglobalizationandindustrialization,thesetwoworkinggroupsarethebestcases
reflectingthatscoresofworkershavealreadyflowedoutfromtraditionaljobswithasafetynetand
havebeeninvolvedinprecarioustrendsinthelabormarket.Duetoinstitutionaloreconomicreasons,
mostofthemareunableorunwillingtojointhepublicpension.Forinstance,thehouseholdregistration
systemlimitsruralmigrantworkers’accesstoPensionA.Inshort,theysufferarelativelyhighrisk
ofbeinginpoorconditionsgiventheuncertainlyandunsecuredemploymentstatus,whichbelongs
tothedefinedworkingpoorinChina.

Moreover,pensioncoveragehasgreaterdiversitywithinvarioussectors in thelabormarket.
Thestate-ownedenterprisehasabasic100percentcoverage.Thecoveragerateofurbancollective-
ownedenterprisesis75.39percent,butothereconomictypeenterpriseshaveonly17percentofthe
pensioncoveragerate.Largenumbersoflow-incomepeopleareuninsured.Therearestillalotof
foreigninvestmententerprisesandprivateenterprisesthatdonotparticipate.Poorfemaleworkers
havedifficultyworkingintheformertwotypesofenterprisesanditiseasierforthemtobeemployed
inthelattertwotypesofenterprisesthathaveabigriskofnothavingapensionatall.

Pension Replacement Rate
Thenetreplacementrateforpensionisanimportantindicatorformeasuringthelivingstandards
ofretirees.AccordingtotheOECDaverage(63.2percentin2015),Belgiumhasamoderatenet
replacement rate for pension both for men and women (60.9 percent in 2015) and has a rapid
developmentofpensiontoday(OECD,2015).Thisreplacementrateisalmostequaltotheofficial
EUpovertythreshold(i.e.,60percentofmedianincome),whichcanhelpelderstoavoiddropping
suddenlyafter retirement.Otherwise, thereplacementratesshowfewdifferenceswithinpension
schemes.Ingeneral,thereplacementrateforwageearnersandtheself-employedis75percentof
thereferencewagefortheheadofahouseholdwithadependentspouseand60percentinallother
cases.Forcivilservants,themaximumreplacementrateisnearly75percentofthereferencewage,
whichdoesnotdependonfamilysituations(EuropeanCommission,2009).

Bycomparison,accordingtoArticle44intheLawoftheconstitutionofthepeople’srepublicof
China(“Thestateappliesthesystemofretirementforworkersandstaffofenterprisesandinstitutions
andfunctionariesoforgansofthestateaccordingtolaw.Thelivelihoodofretiredpersonnelisensured
bythestateandsociety”),Chinahasauniversalpensionsystemthataimstoenlargepensioncoverage
andmaintaina relativelyhigh replacement rate forapension.Nevertheless, theaveragepension
replacementrateisexperiencingadangerousdecline,whichhasdroppedfromnearly70.79percent
in1997tonearly40percentcurrently4.Morespecifically, theactual replacementratescurrently
remainsignificantdifferencesbyoccupationsandregions.Somescholarshavecalculatedthenet
replacementrateofthepensioninChina,therateingovernmentorganizationsandinstitutionsishigh
to90percent,formaleworkersintheprivatesectoris69.8percent,andforfemaleworkersis48.1
percent.Thereplacementrateofnewruralsocialpensioninsuranceisthelowest,only19.4percent(
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王亚柯,王宾,韩冰洁,&高云,2013).Thatis,thegapsinpensionbenefitsamongdifferentworking
groupsanddifferentregionsarewide.Thesecuritylevelisrelativelyhigherforpublicinstitutions,
moderateforenterpriseworkers,andstrikinglowforruralworkers.

Otherwise,withinthreetypesofpensionsystemsinChina,thereplacementrateofpublicunities
andgovernmentagenciesisrelativelyhighwhilewithzeroindividual’ssharinguntil2015(since
2015,thePensionCsystemhasbeeninthereformprocess,whichregulatedthatworkersinthestate
organorpublicinstitutionsalsohavetopay8percentintotheirnewcreatedindividualaccounts5),
whichmeansthatindividualsinPensionsAandBhadalwayspaidpensionfeespartiallyforPension
C.accordingtothereportofStatisticalBulletinofHumanResourcesandSocialSecurity(2016),
China’spublicunities(institutions)has30millionpeople,andthenumbersingovernmentagencies
havereached7.167millionpeopleattheendof2015.Onthisbasis,theemployer-administeredsystem
(PensionC)coversnearly38millionpeople,whilepoorfemaleworkersarelesspossibleworking
insuchaluckysystem.Moreover,theaveragepensionbenefitsforenterpriseretireesis2362yuan
permonthin2016,whiletheaveragebasicPensionBforruralandurbancitizensisbelow200yuan
permonth.Theruralpeoplereceivedonly70yuanpermonth,whichaccountsfor1.8percentofthe
generalsocialaveragewage.Thefundamentalpensionnationalminimumstandardsareonly70yuan
permonth,anditisdifficulttoliveon70yuanwhentheminimumwageismorethan1000yuan.
Theminimumcontributionperiodis15years,consideringtheincreasedlifeexpectancy,whichis
difficulttodealwithmorethan20yearsofretirementlife.Morespecifically,theincreasinglyaging
needsareburdeningmigrantworkersnowadays.Eventhepensionforruralresidentscoversnearly
alltheeldersinrural,butthereplacementrateistoolowthattransfermorepensionpressuretothe
rural-to-urban migrators. Moreover, according to the observation of elders’ income resources in
China(Table4),wefindthatmostruraleldersstillrelyontheirchildrenwithquitelimitedpension
replacementrate(from11.8%to73.4%),reflectingthattheprimarypensionresponsibilitycomes
fromtraditionalfamilysupportpattern.Further,whencomparedtomaleandfemalecomposition
ofincomesources,femaleelders’earningsmainlycomefromfamily.Thereplacementrateofthe
femalepensionisshapelylowerthanthatformen,andthetransferfromotherfamilymembersfor
femalesishigh(52.6),whichmeansfemalesaremorelikelytobeindependentbytraditionalfamily
patterns(Tables5&6).

SICKNeSS BeNeFITS

Sickness Benefits in Belgium and China
Among different social benefits, sickness benefits play a relatively important role in the
decommodificationofworkingpoor;thisenablesustoseeacountry’shealthcaresystemrespondsto
workers’demandsforrelativelyuniversalaccesstoqualityhealthcare,andagainstmajorliferisksas
well.Onthisbasis,asoneofthebasicneedsofallindividuals,sicknessbenefitswouldbeaffordable
evenforlow-incomeworkers,especiallythosewhousuallyhavearelativelyhighprobabilityofdisease.

TheBelgiumhealthcaresystemsometimescountsasoneofEurope’smostgeneroushealthcare
system,ranking4thintheEuroHealthConsumerIndexin2016(Björnberg,A.2017).Fundedby
compulsoryBelgianhealthinsuranceandpartiallybysocialsecuritycontributions,thishealthcare
systemforsicknessandmaternitybelongstoTypeB(health insurance),whichcoversemployed
personswhoaremembersofamutualbenefitssocietyoranauxiliarysicknessanddisabilityinsurance
fund(self-employedpersonsarealsoentitledtothesystem).Withinthismandatoryhealthinsurance,
almosteveryresidentisobligedtoregisterandcontributetoahealthinsurancefund(mutuelle)for
medicalbenefits.Ingeneral,theindividual’scontributionaccountsfor7.35%oftheirgrosssalary
(3.55%forindividualsand3.8%foremployers,andself-employedpeoplepaythefull7.35%)through
socialsecuritypayments.
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ThehealthcaresysteminChinaismainlybasedonmedicalinsurance(threetypes),andthenewly
establishedurbanandruralmedicalassistancesystemhasbeenadded,whichcanbegeneralizedas
BandC(basicmedicalinsuranceandsocialassistancetype).InsuranceA(compulsory)isthebasic
medicalinsurancesystemforurbanemployees,whichwasofficiallyestablishedin1998asInsurance
B(voluntary).Thebasicmedicalinsurancesystemforruralandnosalariedurbanresidents,which
wasentitledin2003forruralresidentsandin2007inurbancities.InsuranceC(compulsory)isthe
medicalinsurancesystemforcivilservants,whichhassteppedintothereformedprocessoftransition
fromfreemedicalserviceprogramtosocialmedicalinsurancesince2010(Tables7and8).

Likethepensionsystem,China’sbasicmedicalinsurancesystemalsooperateswithacombination
ofsocialpoolingandpersonalaccounts.IninsuranceA,theindividual’scontributionisaround8
percentofthetotalamountofwages(2%forindividuals,6%foremployers,and8%forself-employed).
Thepremiumpaidbytheemployerisusedtosetupapoolingfund,andsomeofitistransferredinto
apersonalaccount.Thesocialpoolingfundandindividualaccountsfunctionindependentlyinterms
ofusageandaccounting,whichalsovarybyregion.Theindividual’scontributionisalsoincludedin
apersonalaccount.Onthisbasis,thepoolingfundismainlyusedtopaythecostsofhospitalization
andsomeoftheoutpatienttreatmentofchronicdiseases;andpersonalaccountsaremainlyusedto
payforgeneraloutpatientexpenses.Since2010,thePensionCsystemhasoperatedintheprocessof
reformfromfreemedicalserviceintoPensionA.Inotherwords,before2010thefundingofinsurance
cmainlycamefromthebudgetappropriationsofthestateandlocalgovernmentswithoutindividual’s

Table 5. Income resources of elder in China (2000) (person %)

Major income 
resources (%)

55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95-99 100+

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Labor 74.6 65.7 48.1 34.6 10.1 4.0 2.4 2.1 6.6 6.6

Pension 10.0 15.0 23.3 26.6 25.1 22.3 18.4 14.9 11.6 7.2

Transferfrom
otherfamily

members

11.8 15.6 24.3 35.1 57.0 65.5 70.7 73.9 72.4 73.4

Lowestsecurity 1.1 1.4 2.2 3.5 5.4 6.0 6.2 6.8 7.0 10.0

Propertyincome 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2

others 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.1 2.1 2.0 2.1 2.1 2.2 2.6

Source: own calculation according to the National population census in 2010.

Table 6. Composition of income sources of Chinese elderly by gender in 2010

Major income resources (%) Total Male Female 

Total 100 100 100

Labor 29.1 36.6 21.9

Pension 24.1 28.9 19.6

Transferfromotherfamilymembers 40.7 28.2 52.6

Lowestsecurity 3.9 4.1 3.7

Propertyincome 0.4 0.4 0.3

others 1.8 1.8 1.9

Source: Calculation based on the National population Census in 2010.
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contribution,whilenowadayscivilservantsalsomustcontributethesameratioasworkersinPension
A (2%ofwages), and localgovernment financecontributes6%of staff totalwages.Otherwise,
supportedbycentralandlocalgovernments’financesaswellasasocialdonation,theurbanand
ruralmedicalassistancesystemissetupin2009toofferlimitedminimumsecurityofhealthcare
specificallyforlow-incomepeopleorothervulnerablegroupswhocannotaffordthemedicalcare.

Differentiated Decommodification in Sickness Benefits Systems 
Theauthorsfocusonfourindicatorstoexaminethedecommodificationprocessinsicknessbenefits:
reimbursement,individual’scontribution,publichealthcareexpenditure,andcoverage.Inshort,the
majorcharacteristicsofBelgianhealthinsurancearehighinsurancecoverageandarelativelyhigh
reimbursementrate.VirtuallytheentireBelgianpopulationiscoveredbyhealthcareinsurance.In
China, publicmedical insurance features theuniversal coverage in anobvious fragmented trend
andrelativelylowcompensationratespecificallyfortheworkingpoor(e.g.,migration,low-income
workers).

Asforsicknessbenefits,patientsgenerallypayfeestodoctorsandthenarereimbursedforpart
ofthecost.Eventhoughtheamountofreimbursementvariesincorrespondencewiththetypeof
treatmentand individualcircumstances.Mostpeoplecanclaimup to50%-75%of thecost fora
generaldoctor’sconsultationorminortreatment.Bycomparison,China’spublicmedicalinsurancein
principleincludesallChinesecitizenswithanofficialrecord96.5%in2016(Chinamedicalandhealth
developmentreport2016,2016),yettherearestillpeoplewhoareinsuredtoaquitelimitedlevelor
evenremainuninsured.Indeed,itisnotacomprehensivesysteminwhichthreetypeshavesegmented
peoplethroughunbalancedandsegmentedaccesstothelevelsofsicknessbenefitsguarantee.

Table 7. The source of health insurance fund in Belgium

  Insured person Self-employed person Employer Government

Insurance 3.55%ofreference
earnings

Thefull7.35%ofgross
salary

3.8%ofreferenceearnings Subsidies;
earmarkedtaxes
andsurcharges.

Source: FPS Social security, 2016.

Table 8. The source of medical insurance fund in China

  Insured person Self-employed person Employer Government

Insurancea
(employees)

2%ofan
individual’sgross

wagestothe
individualaccount6

10%ofgrossearnings(local
governmentmayadjust

contributionratesaccording
tolocalconditions)

6%oftotal
payroll7

None;subsidizes
administrativecosts.

Insuranceb
(ruralandnon-
salariedurban

residents)

Anaverage
annualflat-rate

contributionof90
yuan

Anaverageannualflat-rate
contributionof90yuan.

Not
applicable

Anannualmatching
contribution(combinedcentral
andlocalgovernments)of360

yuanperperson.

Insurancec
(civilservants)

None(before
2014);

Now-2%ofgross
wage

  6%oftotal
patrol

Centralandlocalgovernments
providetaxconcessionsand
subsidiesforadministrative

costs;theyfinancealso
complimentarymedical

insurancesystemsforcivil
servants.
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Within the medical insurance system, Insurance A and B function independently, differing
in aspects related to financing, individual’s contribution, compensation level, and expansion.
AccordingtothedatafromtheMinistryofHumanResources,theactualcompensationlevelforthe
hospitalizationexpensesofurbanworkers(TypeA)in2016reached72.2%,whilewas56.3%forurban
andruralresidents(TypeB),whichshowsalargegapbetweenthetwosystems.Morespecifically,
sicknessbenefitsinMedicalInsuranceB(forruralandnosalariedurbanresidents)havethreelevels
reimbursement for three levels of hospitals: 60% for the primary hospital (basic), 55%-60% for
thesecondaryhospital(middle),and50%-55%fortertiaryhospitals(best).Whilethebenefitsof
medicalinsurancea(forworkers)ishigh:90%-07%fortheprimaryhospital(basic),87%-97%for
thesecondaryhospital,and85%-95%forthetertiaryhospitals.Underthisdual-divisionofmedical
insurance,thebenefitsstandardsshowgreatdifferencesbetweenemployeesandnon-salariedcitizens.
Withinregions,forthehospitalizedpatientinHebeiprovince,forexample,thereimbursementof
villagehospitalisbetween85%-95%,countyhospitalisbetween70%-82%,thereimbursementof
cityhospitalisbetween60%-65%,theprovincialhospitalisbetween50%-55%,andtertiary-level
hospital(best)isbetween40%-45%.

Among the working poor, the increasing appearance of rural migrant workers intensifies
thiscontradiction.Eventhoughtheyworkincities,whilemostofthemparticipatedinPensionB
accordingtotheruralregistrationstatuswithrelativelylowsecuredlevelandlimitedaccesstovary
sicknessbenefits.Especiallyforpeasantworkersmigratingacrosstheprovince,itisdifficulttoget
medicalreimbursementintheworkplace.Thereby,in2017,only17%ofmigrantworkersparticipate
PensionA,theothers,especiallywithvulnerableworkingconditions,areatriskoffallingthrough
thecracksofChina’spublicmedicalinsurance,sufferingthepoorconditionsofbeinginsuredwith
lowhealthsecurity.Therefore,accesstoahigherhealthcarelevelformigrationsiscloselylinkedto
theirsaving.Inprinciple,mostofthemchoosetoworkharderandlonger(meanwhilefollowedbya
continuallycommodifiedprocess)iftheywanttoimprovethelevelofhealthcare.Therefore,among
theseexamples,inequalityformedicalinsurancedegreesanddiffersforthemedicalbenefitsbetween
urbanandrural,betweenemploymentandunemployment,andamongtheareasofdifferenteconomic
situationsareunfairlydifferent. It isnoteasy toconclude thatsuch inequalitymeansunfairness,
becausetheindividual’sshareofinsuranceisalsodifferent.Theindividual’sshareofInsuranceC
(insuranceforruralresidents)islowlyto90RMB,andtheindividual’sshareofInsuranceB(for
workers)is2%ofwagesforemployeesand6%-7%ofwagesforemployers.

Asforthehealthcareexpenditure,underboththerelativelymoderateindividual’scontribution
andgenerousbenefits standards, theprovisionofhealthservices requires increased funding that
todayBelgiumspendsanotableexpenditurewithamediumlevelacrosstheEUcountries,which
representsaround10.4%ofGDPin2016(OECDStat,2017).Nevertheless,duetotheincreasing
riseofexpenditurefurthermore,Belgiumfacesthechallengeofmaintainingbothcostcontainment
andtheexistinglevelofsicknessbenefits.Bycomparison,relativelylowexpenditureonmedical
insurancemayalsoaproblemthatshowsalowinterventionalpowerofthestate,thushasaless-than-
idealinfluenceonpeople’saccesstoservice.InChina,thegovernmenthasmaintaineditslevelof
fundingforpublichealthwhilewitharelativelylimited5%ofGDP.

EventhoughChinahassetupthemedicalassistancesystem,duetoitsquitelimitedcompensation
levelsandsecuredprograms,theissueof“difficultyandexpensivemedicalservice”isstillseverein
theChinesepeople’slivelihood,particularlyamongruralresidents.Theassistancesystemhassetup
thedeductiblelineofexpenses,whichmeansthecompensationispossibleonlywhentheexpense
hasexceededthisline.Thedeductiblelineisrelativelyhighforthepoor(whousuallydonotexceed
forcommondisease),andpatientsmustfirstpayfortheservicebeforerequestingareimbursement,
whichtherebyleadsthemtovoluntarilygiveuptheirreimbursementrightsiftheycanaffordtopay
forservices.Behindboththeinsufficientcompensationandlimitedpublicexpenditure,inaddition
totherapidlyrisingmedicalcharges(hasindeedexceededtheextentoffarmers’incomeincrease),
theprincipleofChina’spublicmedicalinsurancecurrentlyremainsatthelevelof“多缴多得,少
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缴少得”(morepayformorebenefits,lesspayforfewerbenefits),whichmaydiscriminateagainst
lower-income groups. The government is obliged to provide health care for its citizens, as the
governmentclaimstheconceptof“medicalandhealthrights”in2009:“Everyonewillhaveaccess
tobasicmedicalandhealthservices,andeverysickistreated”.Nevertheless,thethestronglinkage
betweentherightofhealthcareforanindividualandtheamountofindividual’ssharing(orhow
muchtheypay)incurrentChina’sbasicmedicalinsurance.Basedontheunequalincreasebetween
fairnessandefficiency inprimarydistributionof income, thiskindofequalityof“morepayfor
equallymorebenefits,lesspayforrelativelyfewerbenefits”inthelevelofseconddistributionmight
in-depthwideningthegapbetweenrichandpoor.Forpoorfemaleworkers,andforahigh-income
worker,thepaylevelisdifferentandcorrespondentlythecompensationlevelisalsodifferent,which
maycauseunfairsituationsthathighlighttheriskofpovertyamongworkingpoorwhensuffering
majorsickness.Therefore,atleastforworkingpoor,thesicknessbenefitsinbothChina’smedical
insuranceandassistancesystemarestillhardlyreachingasufficientlevel.Bothtwonationsface
thechallengeofexpenditureonsicknessbenefits.ForBelgium,itisabouthowtogivefundsamore
activeroleinhealthinsurancethusbetterimprovingtheexistingsecuredlevel.ForChina,itisabout
howtoincreaseandbalancethepublicexpenditureonmedicalinsurance.Afterall,mostChinese
poorfemaleworkersareruralfarmersormigrantworkers,whosufferahigherriskoffallingthan
thepublicmedicalinsuranceshouldgivebasicsupport.

Unemployment
Chinahasunemploymentinsurance,whichbelongstoTypeB(insurance).Itcoversallemployees
of urban enterprises and institutions except self-employed persons. The maximum duration of
unemploymentinsurancebenefitsforunemployedworkersis24months.InBelgium,thesecurity
forunemployedbelongstoTypeB.Itcoversemployedpersons,unemployedpersons,first-timejob
seekers,certaincategoriesofstudents,andworkerswithdisabilities,exceptself-employedpersons
(Table8and9).Forsomecategoriesofpeople,theunemploymentbenefitsareunlimitedintime,
therebyBelgiumistheonlyEuropeancountrywhereunemploymentbenefitscanbegrantedforlife
(Deloitte,2017).

The unemployment insurance in China features a low replacement rate (10%-20%) and a
relativelylowcoveragerate,whichisbasedonthefollowingtworeasons.First,theunemployment
benefitssysteminChinaoperatesbasedonthesocialinsurancethateveryonecontributesitandthus
havingthesocialrightstogetbenefits(whenhe/sheisunemployed).Nevertheless,theproviding
ofunemploymentbenefitstendstoprocessinawayofsocialassistance.Toencourageemployed
persons topositively find a new job, theunemployment benefits standard remainsquite limited
level.Indeed,thenationalaveragepercapitaunemploymentinsurancelevelwas10514yuan/month
in2016,whichshowsquitealowreplacementratetotheaverageincomestandardsinmostregions
ofChina.Accordingtothereportofthesocialsecurityinquirynetwork,thelowestaverageincome
is5332yuan/month inChangchuncity,and thehighest is9240yuan/month inBeijing.Second,
theapplicationforunemploymentbenefitsiscumbersomeandtakesalongtime.Itdoesnotmean
the complication and preciseness of unemployment insurance regulations, which refers to the
processintheactualoperationwithlimitedquotas,complicatedeligibilityrequirementsandalot
ofconfusingpaperwork.Ingeneral,iftheemployeewantstoreceivetheunemploymentbenefits,
firstlytheemployerremovesthelaborcontractandgoestothesocialsecuritycentertodealwith
theemployee’sunemploymentprocedures.Then, thesocialsecuritycenterwillstart to issue the
unemploymentregistrationnotice.Afterthat,theemployeecangotothesocialsecuritydepartment
of the registeredpermanent residence (domicileplace) toconcretelyhandle theapplication.The
application documents include the certification of terminating labor relationship (that employer
mustclarifytheinvoluntaryunemployment),identitycard,householdregistration(whichmeansthe
employerhavetoapplyforbenefitsinhis/herhometown/domicileplace),unemploymentregistration
notice,certificateofindividual’scontributiontounemploymentinsurance,applicationform,etc.The
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wholeprocessseemslikelythattheemployeebacktothehometownwiththecertificationofbeing
firedforgettingthelimitedquotasofunemploymentbenefits,itismuchworsethanunemployment.
Therefore,theunemploymentinsuranceremainslowbenefitsstandards,andmeanwhile,hassuch
acomplicatedprocess.On thisbasis, thevirtualcoverage rate remains relatively low inChina’s
unemploymentbenefitsaswell.

Onthesepremises,theperspectiveofdecommodification,unemploymentinsuranceseemsto
haveahighcorrelationwithacontinuallycommodifiedprocessamongworkersinChina,among
theworkingpoor.Thatis,mostunemployedpersonsprefertoreturntothelabormarketassoonas
possiblebecauseiftheyareunemployedlonger,theywillsufferhigherrisksintofallingevenwith
thelimitedunemploymentbenefits,letalonemostofthemdonotreceivethebenefitsduetoabove
threereasons.Thus,comparedtoBelgium,theunemploymentinsuranceinChinadefactopotentially
linksworkersandthelabormarkettogether,whichisbasedonthealreadymentionedassumption
aboutworkthatcanhelpfullyavoidpoverty.Nevertheless,theincreasingnumbersoflowjobsabsorb
lotsofworkersintheranksoftheunemployed,whichlargelypossiblyrealizesthetransitionsfrom
unemployedtotheworkingpoor.

InEurope,continentalcountriesgenerallyhaveagenerousunemploymentinsurancesystem,and
Belgiumisnoexceptionthatappearsevenmorehighlygenerous(Stovicek&Turrini,2012).The
unemploymentinsuranceinBelgiumfeaturesarelativelygenerousreplacementrate,largecoverage
rate,andlongbenefitsduration.Comparatively,therelativelyhighstandardofunemploymentbenefits
reflectstherelativelyhighdegreeofdecommodification.However,itmayalsolowerthedegreeof
defamiliarizationforfemales.AsaChristiandominateddomesticwelfareregime,theunemployment
insuranceisnotindividualized,itismorelike“awageforbringingupforchildren”(Kremer,2010).
Belgianwomenarewellcoveredbyunemploymentinsurance,whichcanindirectlybereflectedby
therelativelyhighunemploymentlevelforwomenacrosstheEUlevel.Thefactisthat,duetothe
derivedrightsidea,womenaregivenover-meaningfulfamilycaringresponsibilitythatcanreduce
femaleemploymentparticipation.

FAMILy BeNeFITS

Family Benefits in Belgium and China
Belgiumprovidesfamilybenefitsthroughthesocialinsuranceandthesocialassistancesystem;the
guaranteedfamilybenefitbelongstoTypesBandC.Thefamilybenefitssystemoperatesbasedon
socialinsurancefunds,anditvirtuallycoverschildrenofsalariedworkers(includingunemployed,
retired,sick,disabled,ordeceasedworkers);childrennotcoveredunderanystatutoryorbilateral
systemaresubjecttoanincometest.Thefamilybenefitssystemisgeneralizableasvarioustypes
of family allowances (child benefits) (Table 11). The “guaranteed family benefits” specifically
targetthepersonwiththedependentchild(orhisspouseorthepersonheorshelivestogetherwith)
andwithearningslessthan4,062.82EURperquarter.Itbreaksthelinkbetweentheworkofthe
breadwinnerandentitlement to familybenefits (FPS,2016),whichparticularly supportworking
poorinarelativelydecommodificationprocesstosomeextent.Toaccomplishtheirpopulationand

Table 9. The source of unemployment insurance fund in China

China Insured person Self-employed 
person

Employer Government

Unemployment
insurance

1%ofgross
earnings

Notapplicable 2%ofpayroll Provincialregulatoryfunds
andlocalgovernmentsprovide

subsidiestounemploymentfunds
asrequired.
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developmentstrategy,Belgiumproposedthesefamilypoliciestoensuringuniversalfamilywelfare
andtoencouragepopulationgrowth.

Incomparison,Chinahasa tax-financed,means-testedminimumsubsistenceguaranteeand
medicalassistanceprograms(bothadministeredbythelocalBureauofCivilAffairs.),whichprovide
benefitstourbanandruralfamilieswhoseincomeisbelowaminimumlevel.Onthisbasis,thefamily
allowancebelongstheTypeC-assistance.DifferentfromBelgiumpolicy,theChinesegovernment
hadproposedaone-childpolicyfromthe1980sto2015.Duringthisperiod,aspecialfamilyallowance
wasputforwardspecificallytothefamilywithonlyonechild–asinglechildaward.Ingeneral,the
parentswhoreceivedtheonlychild’sparents’honorcardcanreceiveanannualallowanceof120yuan
untilthechildreaches18yearsold(theallowancemaybeadjusteddependingondifferentregions).
Chinesesocietyhashadtraditionallyaculturalpreferenceforsons,therebyeveryfamilycontinues
tohavechildrenuntiltheyhaveaboy.Inotherwords,iftheyhaveagirl,theywillcontinuetobear
anotherchildtogetason.Basedonthis,theone-childpolicyhasindeedhelpedliftmillionsoutof
poverty,butalsohaveexacerbatedthegenderimbalanceassomefamilieswouldliketoavoidhaving
agirlthroughabortionorabandon.Asaresult,accordingtothenationalbureauofstatistics,nearly
105.2boysarenowbornforevery100girlssince2015,whichmeansthatthereare33,660,000more
menthanwomen.Since2015,thegovernmenthasrelaxedtheone-childpolicytoallowcouplesto
haveasecondbaby,andthesinglechildawardwouldbecanceledstepbystep.

Ingeneral,familybenefitsystemsrecordgreatdifferencesbasedonthediversityofBelgiumand
China’ssituationsandcontexts.FamilybenefitsinBelgiumhavedevelopedwellasanobviouswelfare
rightforallcitizens.Throughdevelopingaseriesoffamilypoliciesatarelativelygenerouslevel,
Belgiumhasstrengthenedthesupportforthefamilyintermsofitseconomicfunctionandanti-risk
capabilityandhighlyaddressedchildren’sbenefits.Incomparison,Chinahasahugepopulationand
relativelylimitedresources.Thefamilypolicyisstillintheexplorationstage,andtherebythefamily
benefitsareprimarilyprovidedbythefamilysystem,whichstillbelongstoaso-calledresidualtype
withlimitedcoverageandguaranteelevel.

China’s Specific Family Benefits System 
China’ssocialbenefitssystembelongstomeans-testedsocialassistanceforseveralreasons.First,
comparedtotheoccidentalsociety,maritalstatusandfamilycompositionsinChinaremainsrelatively
stable.Althoughdivorcehasincreasedintherecentdecade,therateremainslowandthebigfamily
networkstillexists.Onthisbasis,familyremainsthemainprotectionrolethatfamilyrelativesalways
undertaketheprimaryfamilybenefits.Second,Chinaisasocietywithdifferentsocialcirclesbased
onthehumanrelationship(费孝通,韩格理,&王政,2012)andtheinstitutionalarrangementwould
adapttothediversityofregionalculturalenvironments.Adoptingthesocialassistancetypeforfamily
benefitsistoadaptwelltothelocalculturestepbystep.

Onthesetwopremises,thesocialsecuritysystemfunctionsquitelimitedundersuchaChinese
ethicalsociety,likeTonniesdescribed“Gemeinschaft”,inwhichlawbelongstomorality.Besidesthe

Table 10. The source of unemployment insurance fund in Belgium

Belgium Insured person Self-employed 
person

Employer Government

Unemployment
insurance

0.87%ofreference
earnings.

Notapplicable. 1.46%ofreference
earnings.Incertaincases,

anadditional1.6%of
referenceearningsispaid
byemployerswithmore

than10employees.

Coversanydeficit.

Source: FDS (2016). Social security, everything you have always wanted to know.
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developmentofthemarketeconomy,familieswholivesuchaworldofgemeinschaft,wherefamily
benefitsarepersonal,organicandprovidedbyaffections.ComparedtoBelgium’sfamilyprovisions
establishedbylegalcontractsinsolidarityspirit,thefamilyprovisionsinChinaarefoundedbutbased
ontheChinesesolidaritywithtrustintheacquaintancesociety,whichisthemostreliablefoundation.
Thus,thesolidarityinChina’sfamilybenefitssystemdoesnotaddressthesocialcontract;itdevelops
fromthemoralitythatpeoplereverewithoutthinking/hesitation.Thisisnotoneofthefeaturesin
amodernsocietyinwhichtheagriculturalsocietyistransferredtoindustrialsocietyfollowedby
thechangefromacquaintancessocietytostrangers’society.Buteveninastrangers’society,thelaw
cannotentirelyreplacethetrust.Becauseprecariousnessbecomesasortof“normality”inmodern
society,inmostoccasionsthecopingstrategymayalwayslagtheproblems,therebyevenaperfect
securitysystemcannotunderstandallvulnerabilitiesofpeoplewhosufferrisksinmultipleforms.
Thesocialcircle(e.g.,kinsfolks,friends,neighbors,etc.)canreaditsensitivelyandrespondtoit
flexibly.Thissupportdoesnotonlyconcerntheeconomicguaranteebutalsohighlightstheemotional
support(infact,thecasesofsuicideduetolackingemotionalsupportaremorethancasesofsuicide
duetothepurelackofeconomicsupport).Formostpeople,theeconomicpoormayberelative,but
thelackofrelationshipsupportmaybedeadly.Then,tocombinethemodernizationandtraditions
(asmentionedinIntroduction),theChinesegovernmentisdevelopingpoliciesaimedat“striving
foraharmonioussociety”,whichaddressestheimportanceofthesocialismculturewithChinese
characteristicsindevelopingthesocialsecuritysystem.Thatis,insuchaharmonioussociety,the
morality-basedtrustinhumanrelationshipsisassameimportantasthelaworsometimesismore
important.Forinstance,thetraditionalfilialpietycultureismoreconvening(andmorepowerful)
forfamilymemberswhoprovidefamilysupportthanthelaw.Suchactionsarenotrelevanttosocial
rights;theyareproducedbynaturewithoutthinking,orareforfeelingatpeaceinmindforfamily
benefitsproviders.Therefore,thisisthespecifictypeandbasiclogicofthefamilybenefitssystem
inChina.ComparedtotheboomingofsingleworkingmothersamongBelgianpoorfemaleworkers,
mostChinesepoorfemaleworkersareruralwomen,theyhavelandtosecurethemselves,oratleast

Table 11. Family allowances in Brussels and Wallonia (child benefits)

Belgium  

Ordinaryfamily
allowance

€93,93amonthispaidforthefirstchild;€173,80forthesecondchild;€259,49forthethird
andeachsubsequentchild.Eachorphanreceives€360,83amonth.

Increasedfamily
allowances

€47,81amonthispaidforthefirstchildofapensioner,asingleparent,oraperson
unemployedforlongerthansixmonths,and€98.88ispaidforthefirstchildofaworkerwith
adisability;€29,64forthesecondchildofapensioner,asingleparent,apersonunemployed

forlongerthansixmonths,oraworkerwithadisability;€23,90forthethirdandeach
subsequentchildofapensioner,apersonunemployedforlongerthansixmonths,oraworker

withadisability.

Agesupplement Forahealthyfirstchildnotentitledtothesocialsupplement,themonthlybenefitis€16,36if
aged6to11;€24,92ifaged12to17;€28,72ifaged18to24.Forotherchildrenoranysick

child,themonthlybenefitis€32,63ifaged6to11;€49,86ifaged12to17;€63,40ifaged18
to24.

Annualsupplement Anannualsupplementof€16,36ispaidinAugustforchildrenatleast6years’old(and32,63
forotherchildren);€24,92foronechildand49,86forotherchildrenatleast12years’old;

€28,72foronechildand63,40forotherchildrenatleast18years’old.

Sickordisabledchild
supplement

Supplementsareawardedaccordingtotheimpactoftheillnessonthephysicalandmental
capacityofthechild,andtheimplicationsforthechild’snextofkin.Themonthlysupplement

variesfrom€82,37to€549,12.

Maternityallowance
andanadoptionbonus

€1272,52ispaidforthefirstbirth(oreachchildformultiplebirths);€957,42forthesecond
andeachsubsequentbirth.€1272,52ispaidforalltheadoptedchildren.

Source: FAMIFED. Agence fédérale pour les allocations familiales. Families. https://bruxelles.famifed.be/fr 
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theyhavearelativelystablefamilyprotectionnetworkinthelocalsociety.However,withoutexception,
Chinainvolvesinglobalizationwithrapidchangesofbotheconomyandsociety,followingtheclash
betweenindividualismandcollectivism,theexistingfamilybenefitssysteminChinese“Gemeinschaft”
graduallyrevealsitsdeficiencyeverywhere.

WoRKING PooR IN DeCoMMoDIFICATIoN 

Belgium: Working Poor in a Universal Decommodification 
InBelgium,pension,sickness,andunemploymentbenefitsareprovidedbasedonsocialinsurance.
Ingeneral,thedecommodificationforBelgianworkersisgenerallyhigherandrelativelyfair,which
belongstothemediumdegreegroupaccordingtotheanalysesbyEsping-Andersen.

InBelgium, employment-linked social insuranceprotects thosemost stable (Crettaz, 2010).
Theyhaveaverystrongcollectivebargainingforminimumwagesetting,protectionof laborers’
rights(inChina’scontext,astrongtradeunionhasnotbeenformedyet).Thelevelofsocialtransfers
isgenerous, especially theexistingpension.Nevertheless, thedecommodificationprocess in the
socialsecuritysystemdoesnotchangewithtime,whichisrecognizedinauniversalpathwithout
makingaspecificdifferenceintermsofcomplicatedsituationsbysex,householdcompositions,etc.
Morespecifically,withoutaprecisetargettotheworkingpoor,itmayleadtoanuncertaintyofthe
impactofsocialsecurityonthegroupswhomostneedsupport.Forinstance,asforboththesingle
breadwinnerandmaincaregivers,obviously,thesingleworkingmothers’needsforarelativelyhigher
decommodificationleveltowellbalancefamilyandcareer-notonlysinglemotherscamoftentake
careoffamily,buttheyalsodonothavetoworryabouttheriskoffallingthroughthechangesin
employment.However,duetothelackofspecificprovisionsforchildcareandfamily-workbalance
infamilypolicies,itseemsunfairtolocatesingleworkingmothersinthesamedecommodification
processwithsomeotherworkerswithoutspecificdifferentiation.Aperfectbalancecannotbeoften
reached,butBelgiumattemptstodosobyconsideringfamilycompositioninoperationsofexisting
socialinsurance.

Inthelate19thcentury,thehighriskofpovertyamongworkersbecamethecentralsourcefor
concerninEurope,includingBelgium.Highgrowthrates,full-employmentandsharpincreasesin
realwageswerethemainfeaturesofthisgoldenageofwelfarecapitalism-socalled“goodolddays”,
whichismainlyduetoastunningproductivitygrowthafterWorldWarII.Anothermajorfeatureof
thiserawastheverysignificantdevelopmentofthewelfarestateinindustrializedcountries.From
1960to1973,averagerealmanufacturingwagesinEuroperoseby76percent‟(Esping-Andersen,
1990).“Massconsumption,growth,andmodestunemploymentbroughtmiddle-classlivingstandards
toworkers…Theothersidewasthatfamilieswerestableandtheeconomicdynamic.Evenlow-skilled
workerscouldcountonwell-paidandsecurejobs”(Esping-Andersen,1999).Massivechangeshave
occurredsincethefirstoilshock(1973).Economicgrowthratesdecreasedwiththeincreasingtrendsin
unemploymentand“wages…stoppedgrowingatthekindsofratesthatprevailedintheGoldenAge”.

Belgiumisexperiencingsimilarchangesinprocessofmodernizationwithaflexible,precarious
tendency,thusincreasingthepossiblesufferingamongtheworkingpoor.Theboomingofsingle
workingmothersinthelabormarketisfacingtherelativelyhighriskofpoverty,andthisrequires
specificattentioninthesocialsecuritysystemtoprovidemoretargetedprovisions.

China: Working Poor in a Selected Decommodification 
Theworkinginpovertyissuecanbethoughtofasametaphorforoneofthefissionsofsocialproblems
atthe“grass-roots”level(i.e.,theissueofthemostbasiclevelofsocialsecurity)inthesocialsecurity
systeminBelgium.Incomparison,workingpovertyinChinapresentsadifferentcondition,which
happensinthecracksofthesocialsecuritysystemwithaselecteddecommodificationprocess.Inthis
process,poorfemaleworkersinChinanotablyfeatureboththefragmentedflowbyregionalspaces
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andthelowerprobabilityofmobilitybetweensocioeconomicstatuses.Anin-depthunderstanding
ofChina’s social security canhelpexplain the featuresofpoor femaleworkers and the specific
decommodificationpath.

Working Poor Living in The Cracks of The social security System
Fromaholisticpointofview,theworkingpoorinChinaarethosewhofellbetweenthecracksof
socialsecurityreform.Theword“cracks”describesthepeopleinChina’ssocialsecuritysystemwho
wereinsuredbutwithlimitedaccess/level”thatisnotcompletelyequivalenttoso-calledthemajority
inthelabormarket.Theseworkingpoorappearduringthereplacementofoldregulationsbynew
onesinsocialsecurityreform.Regardlessofhowdifficultitmaybetocoverthisminorityandhow
specialoftheircharacteristics,theworkingpooristhebottom-linethatsocialsecurityshouldfocuson.

Today, China’s social security system has a rapid development and the good ambition for
steppingintoanewstageofestablishing(适度普惠型社会福利)anappropriateuniversal-typesocial
welfaresystem(戴建兵&曹艳春,2012;李迎生,2014).Thepropositionofappropriateisclosely
correspondentwithbothnationalandlocalcurrentsocio-economicdevelopments,andtherealization
ofthe“universal”coverageisbasedonthehugepopulationandcomplicatedgeographicdiversity.
Theappropriateuniversaltypeislookingforboththeintegrationoftheexceptiontowardsamodern
welfarestateand therespect towardsChinese traditionalsociety(e.g.,acombinationofequality
andhierarchy,socialmobilityandinhabitingaregionasanethnicgroup,legalityandetiquetteand
custom,etc.).Itflexiblyhighlightsthereasonforpersistingtraditions,asthiscontinuedexistenceofa
traditionalnativecultureexactlysupportsasocialdiversityinmanyregionsoftheworld.Traditional
Chinesesocietywasoneinwhichpeople“不患寡而患不均”,whichmeanspeopledid“notworry
aboutpoverty,butratherabouttheunevendistributionofwealth.”Onthisbasis,thebasicprinciple
ofsocialequalityhadbeenadmiredbyallthedynastiesinChinesehistoryandhasbecomethecore
ofChinesemodernsocietyconstructiontodayaswell.Byfocusingonhowtoevenlydistributesocial
resourcestomostcitizens,weseethesocialsecuritysystemdefactoreflectstheuniversalityofthe
Chinesestyleinwhichpoor(orworkingpoor)canalsobetheoreticallyequalaccesstothesocial
benefitsandintegratedtothesocialsecuritynetworkequitably.

Nevertheless,itisworthnotingthatthecurrentChinesesocialsecuritysystemisfragmented
andoperateswithsegmentedtrendsinthedivisionofrural-urbandualsocialstructure,incertain
employmentstatus,orevenbetweenmenandwomeninthelabormarket.Thisfragmentationcanlead
toloopholesinthesystem.Theseloopholespreciselyrefertocracksthathappeninthedevelopment
ofthissocialsecurityovertimeandspace.Withinit,workingpoorareattheriskoffailingexactly
throughthecracksofthissegmentedsocialsecurity,whoareinsuredwithlimited(orlow)security
level,asmigrationinvenerableworkingconditions,orafemalefarmerleftintheruralarea,ora
loweducatedworkerinlowjobs.Then,togetfullaccesstothesystem,theworkingpoormakes
effortstoworkhardinacontinuallycommodifiedprocess.Thus,thefemaleworkingpoorinevitably
sufferthelowde-commodificationprocessincracksoftheexistingsystem,whichisobservablein
thecaseofChina.

Selected Decommodification in The Classified Social Security Network
ThemaininsuranceprograminChina’ssocialsecuritypresentsaseriesofperiodicfeatureswith
potentialeffectsontheworkingpoor.Throughartificiallyformingadifferentiatedsocialsecurity
frameworkembeddedintorural-urbandualeconomicstructure,Chinahasexperiencedrapideconomic
developmentfornearly30years.Thisgrowthistheresultofasetofincentivepoliciesforemployment
inurbanareas,andChinahasalsocorrespondentlyguaranteedthelivingstandardsofworkerswho
arecloselyattachedtothemarket.Consideringthelimitedeconomicfoundationintheearlyperiod,
itseemstobethebestoptionthattheChinesegovernmentadvancedsecurityprogramsstepbystep
frompilotstothewhole.Ingeneral,securityinsuranceforemployeesinenterpriseswereestablished
firstlyandthenfornon-salariedresidents,socialinsuranceinurbanwasestablishedfirstlyandthenin
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theruralregion,whichputChinesesocialdevelopmentintoanunbalancedtrapthatthesocialbenefits
areselectiveandcorrespondingservicesaredistributedinaclassifiedlogic.Onthispremise,thesocial
securitysysteminChinahasbeendevelopingbasedonaselecteddecommodificationinwelfare-
differentiatedtrends.Thatis,inthesystem,urbanemployeesinmedium-highstatesofemployment
hierarchy(e.g.,civilservants,high-incomeworkers,etc.)showmediumorhighdecommodification
process.Meanwhile,thesystemhasaweakerimpactondecommodificationincertaingroups(e.g.,
theworkingpoor).

Indeed,observingthecracksofthefragmenteddualdividedsocialsecurityandthoseworkingin
povertyinChinaisstillaruralissuethatisquitedifferentfromBelgium.Asmostoftheworkingpoor,
farmershavecomeoutoftheruralsocietyandintotheindustrialsociety,whilesubjecttofar-reaching
historicalconstraints,thisprocessfacestherealdilemmathatitisinahardanddifferentiatedwayfor
themtoinvolveinthemodernity,anditisimpossibletobacktothetraditionalsecuritynet.Thereby,
theworkingpoorcanonlyraisetheirsecuritylevelsbypayingmoreinacontinuallycommodified
“fightingstory/history”.Morespecifically,particularlyforpoorfemaleworkers inChina,on the
oneside,majorityofruralwomendoenjoy theequalopportunitiesofself-development through
participatingthemarketandbeingsecuredinthesocialinsurancesystem;ontheotherside,theyalso
faceaprocessofmarginalizationbysystemsofbothmarketandsocialsecurity.Underthisclassified
socialsecuritysystemandlimitedaccesstofamilybenefits,thepoorfemaleChineseworkersstill
payforthemainbenefitsandprovideforfamilycareanddomesticworkwithincreasedtimeand
energy;thus,theyexperienceahardandheavyprocessofdecommodification.

DISCUSSIoN: TWo PATTeRNS oF THe SeLeCTeD 
DeCoMMoDIFICATIoN To PooR FeMALe WoRKeRS

Through the comparative view of social constructions, the difference between Western society
andChinesesocietyinthedecommodificationprocessofsocialsecurityisbetterunderstandable.
Westernsocietyisthegeneralizedequaldecommodificationprocessbasedonsafeguardingbasic
humanrights,andChinesesocietyisthedifferentiatedselectivedecommodificationprocessbased
on maintaining stable social statuses in social relationships. The difference between these two
sets of decommodification processes also impacts the gendered trends in the working poor. In
China,poorfemaleworkersarechallengedbythefragmentedflowofregionalspaceandthelower
likelihoodofmobilitybetweensocioeconomicstatuses.Here,theauthorsanalyzeChina’sselected
decommodificationofpoorfemaleworkers’feature.Inearly2020,Chinaputforwardthegoalofan
idealsocietytoestablishasocialinsuranceinstitutiontoprotectalllabor’sbasicrights.Thegoalhas
beenrealizedfromtheinstitutionalsystemdimensionbythestate.Onthisbasis,throughthe“Chinese
Specificity”inthesocialsecurity,itrepresentsamodeltorethinkhowthedecommodificationprocess
affectspoorfemaleworkers.Thisisdemonstratedbytwopatterns:inthegender-blindzoneandstrong
dependencyontwoaccessconditions.

Gender Dimension in The Vacuum Zone of The China Social Security Reform 
At thesystemlevel,Chinahasrealized thesocialsecurity transitionof labor insurance tosocial
insurancewithsecurityforallcitizens.However,inthe“Chinesespecificity”,thereexiststhe“vacuum
zone”wherethecracksofthesocialsecuritysystemareproducedforwomen.

ThroughoutthehistoryofChina’ssocialsecuritydevelopment,thebasicunitofthesecurity
objectisalwaysanuclearfamily.Thatis,theconsiderationofbalancingthesocialrelationshipsin
thesocialsecurityexpandsfrommaintainingfamilyrelations(toadelicateextent).Itaffectsthe
targetbyaselectedpath“亲疏有别”(thereisadifferencebetween“toclose”and“todistant”inthe
relationship)inthesocialsecurity,whichbecomesabasicimpedimentofthegenderequity.Onthis
premise,theassumptionisthatsocialsecurityinChinaadoptsadifferentiateddecommodification
processthatcreatesablindzonewherewomen’svoiceshaveremainedmuteforalongperiod.On
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theonehand,inthesocialsecuritysystem,whetherintermsofpension,sickness,unemploymentor
familybenefits,themainsecuredgroupistheworkers.Ontheotherhand,todevelopthefunding
operationpatterninthelong-term,theintegrationofthesocialpoolplanningandapersonalaccount
isneeded,sothesocialsecuritysystemfocusesonpromotingthecoverageratetopeoplewhohave
aregularincome.Basedonthecharacteristicsoftherelativelyhighindividualcontributionsand
limitedgovernment’spublicsharing,workersbecomethesourceofmostinsurancefunds,whohave
thepaymentabilitytoestablishpersonalaccounts.Thereby,basedonagenerallylow-securitybenefits
level,theestablishmentofthepersonalaccounttendstobeaclassifiedprocessinthedistributionof
socialsecuritybenefits.Comparedwiththeworkersinmiddle-highlevelsoftheoccupationhierarchy,
theworkingpoorhasalow-securitylevelandthusfacesachronicprocessofcommodification.

Atthebeginningofthesocialsecurityfoundation,theprimarysecurityfocuswastheworkers.
Sincethe1990s,theeconomicreformandopening,thesecuritycoverageexpandedtounemployment
people and urban non-salaried citizens. Then, the unemployment insurance and the minimum
subsistenceguaranteesystemwerelaunchedinsuccession.Whenenteringthetwenty-firstcentury,
Chinahasestablishedaseriesofregulationstotargetandsecurefarmersandruralmigrantworkers.
Thereby,thesecuritysystemhastargetedworkers,unemployedpeople,farmers,andruralmigrant
workersinthereforms,whilethegenderdimensionwasrarelyconsidered.

TheunequalgenderrelationshipinChinesesocialconstructionhasalonghistory.TheChinese
philosophy(Taiji)addresses theharmoniousstateofbalancebetween(阴)yinand(阳)yang,as
thecombinationofyinandyanggivesbirthtoalllivesonEarth.Meanwhile,thetraditionalethical
systemstressestheimportanceofrespectingthehierarchytoavoidtheconflict.Order(generational,
oldandyoung,menandwomen,eveninsocialstatus)isthepowerofstabilizingabalanceamong
relationships.Onthesetwopremises,thehierarchycancoexistinharmonywithnoconflictinthe
socialrelationship,whichmainlymanifestsinthefamilyinwhichthefemalereferstoYinandthe
maleastheaspectofYang.Also,suchrespecttotheorderreflectsthedegreeofcloseanddistant
amonggenderrelationship,andthefamilytendstobeamono-systemdominatedbythesame-sex
andsupplementedbytheoppositesex(费孝通,韩格理,&王,2012).InthegreatChineseclassic
novel《三国演义》“RomanceoftheThreeKingdoms”,Liubei(awarlordinthelateEasternHan
dynasty)madeafamousspeechinPeachgarden(wherebrotherhoodsweartakenplace)realistically
reflectsthistraditionalgenderrelationinancientChina.Hesworeto“兄弟如手足,妻子如衣-treating
brothersashandsandfeetwhilewivesasclothes”.Untilnow,thegenderdistinctionwasbasedon
idiomsofsuperiorsandinferiors,andthisstillexistsinChinesesociety.

InruralnorthChina,forinstance,thetraditionoftablerulesbywhichmenhavethemealson
atable,whilewomenandchildrenshareanothertableduringthemomentsofafamilyreunionstill
exists.Moreover,theChinesekinshipterminology(appellations)todayremaingender-biasedand
aretraditionalrulesinfamilyrelationships.Thegrandparentscalltheirson’schildas“孙子或孙女”
(grandsonorgranddaughter)andcalltheirdaughter’schildas“外孙或外孙女”withadditionprefix
“外”(meansoutsider/external).Menandwomenarenotequalintheprivatespaceinwhichsucha
relationshipcankeeporderandbalanceinthehierarchy(e.g.,betweenparentandchild,orbetween
mother-in-lawanddaughter-in-law),thusformingspecificdomesticdisciplinesexercisedbythe(male)
headofahousehold.Inthismaintainedstableandgender-unequaledfamilystructure,womenlocated
inarelativelyweakandalienatedposition,astheChineseoldsayinggoes,“Amarrieddaughterlike
thesplitwaterwhichisnomorebelongstotheoriginalfamily(closely)relationship“.Ingeneral,
womenaretheoutsidersinafamilyrelationship(inwhichthelevelofclosenessisdifferenttomen
andwomen).Thishaspromotedwomen’srecognitionastheoutsiderinthelabormarket.Onthis
basis,theChinesesocialnetworkhasformedamale-dominatedcloserelationshipextendingup-and-
downandrelativelyfragileheterosexualrelationships.Therefore,whetherinprivateorpublicspaces,
women’sstoriesareabsentinChinesehistory,oratleast,theyonlyhaveahistoryofdependingon
others.So,amongthisselectedpath,womenplaythesupportingactors/minorrolesinthesocial
securitynetworkwithadifferentiateddecommodificationinwhichtheirvariationsituations(single
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workingmother,ruralmigrantwomen,youngwomeninitiallyenterlabormarket)andtheirspecific
interestswerenotfullyexpressedandappealed.

InthevacuumzoneofChina’ssocialsecurity,womeninmostoccasionshinderaninequality
status,whichcontainsahigherriskoffallingintopoorconditions.DuringtheSOEreforminthe
1990s,manywomenweregivenalongperiodofleavingwhentheywerepregnant,andmostofthem
werelaid-offandmoredifficulttobere-employedbecauseofgenderdiscrimination.Large-scale
researchanddocumentsdescribedthatthiswasadifficulttimebecausewomenweregraduallylocated
todisadvantagepositionsinthelabormarket.Women’semploymentratereduced,andtheyhada
higherlikelihoodofunemploymentorworkedinlow-incomejobs.Accordingtothelabormarket
developmenthistoryinChina,eachtimetheeconomyfacedahugereformandamajorpolicywasput
forward,womenwerealwaysdeeplyimpacted;theirlivingandworkingconditionshighlydepended
onthepoliticalenvironment.Initially,womenwereencouragedtoparticipateineconomicactivities
foreconomicconstructioninthenewfoundationofChina,butthentheywereencouragedtostay
athometohaveababyduringtheSOE’sreforminthe1990s.So,intheinitialfoundationofnew
China,laborsecurityforemployeestoservetoconstructtheeconomy.Inthe1970s,socialsecurityfor
unemploymentwascreatedtomaintainsocialstability.Fromthe1990suntiltoday,China’sreformed
socialsecurityexpandeditscoveragetofarmersandruralmigrantworkersincities.Whilewomenare
rarelyconsideredinthedesignofsocialsecurityframework,andthepoorconditionsthathappento
someofthemwhenarehidden,theworkinginpovertyratewasinvisiblygendered.Inshort,China
hasabigpopulationbasewithhugenumbersofpeoplewhoneedtobesociallysecured,andChina
diditbyestablishingasocialsecuritysystem.Althoughitisdifficulttoestablisharelativelyhigh-
securitylevellikeBelgiuminsuchashortamountoftime,itwouldhavebeen(andstillis)possible
toproposeaseriesofregulationsandsocialprogramstorecognizetherightsandneedsofwomen
whenfacingbigsocialchanges.

Strong Dependency on Two Access Conditions: A Secured Person 
is Attached to The Defined Status, and The Status Identification 
is Attached To The Person’s economic Condition
TherearetwoconditionsforfullaccesstothesocialsecuritysysteminBelgiumandinChina.First,
oneshouldcontributeacertainsharingtosocialinsurancefunding.Then,throughhavingasteady
income from employment, the person should have a stable payment capacity. Second, one can
enterthesecuritysystemmainlythroughgaininganidentificationofdefinedstatus.Basedonthe
recognitionofsecurityobjects,thepersoncanbewelltargetedforsecurityprograms.Thesecond
oneisrelativelyobscureandcontroversial,butcanbetypicallyobservedinChina’ssocialsecurity
withalonghistoricalorigin.Beforetheeconomicreform,almostallmembersofChinesesociety
weredividedintodifferentsocialgroupsaccordingtotheirstatusintheregistrationsystemofthe
urbanandruralareas(oppidanorcountrymen),cadrestatussystem(cadresorthemasses),andunit
system(peopleintheunitorpeopleoutoftheunit)andenjoyeddifferentrightsinlaborinsurance
basedontheirstatus.

Fromthesocialdimensionperspective,socialdifferentiationrevealsthecharacteristicsofthis
statusidentification.Sincethesocialsecurityreform,China’ssocialinsurancekeepsthisclassified
statusidentificationinprovidingthedifferentiatedsocialbenefitsbyregions,sex,andemployment
status. For the working poor, these two conditions are not easy to meet because of their weak
attachmenttoastablepayment(especiallyamongpoorfemaleworkersinChina)andtherelatively
vague(secured)statusidentificationtotheworkinginpovertyissue.Theeconomicconditionisthe
baseofthesocialstatusrecognition,anditispossibletouseanindividual’semploymentstatusasa
standardtoclearlyinterprettheperson’seconomiccondition.

Thereisnodoubtthatonlywhenapersongetsestablishedbasedonfinance,thattheycanget
aclearsocialstatusrecognizedbysociety(suchasrichorpoor,independenceordependency,and
security.Forexample,ZhangWanli(2004)fromtheperspectiveofindustrializationonsocialstructure
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changefoundoutthetwocoexistingpropositionsregardingtheincreaseofwomen’ssocialstatus
opportunityandthemarginalizationofwomen’ssocialstatusdistribution.Bothareverifiabletoa
certainextentbywomen’seconomicstatusormarketpositionsincontemporaryChinesesociety.
Thus,socialsecurityformsastrongattachmentrelationshipstructurewherebythesecondcondition
defactohighlyhingesonthefirstcondition.Inotherwords,accessingsocialsecuritydependson
one’sdefinedstatusandtheirstatusidentificationcruciallydependsontheireconomiccondition
andemploymentstatus.

Then,differentfromtheunemploymentandratherthanaclassicalworkerwithastablework
intheindustrialsociety,theworkingpoorreceiveavaguestatusidentificationprimarilybasedon
awkwardworkingconditionsandablurreddefinitionoftheriskofpovertyinachangingsociety.
Interestingly,thispointisobservableintheprocessofabackwardcountrythatisindesperateneed
ofrapiddevelopment.Indeed,particularlyin theexperience-dependingprocessofChina’ssocial
securityinwhichthegovernmenthighlyaddressesmaintainingtheorderandstabilityofthesociety,
recognizingthestatusoftheworkingpoorislikelytobreakthestablesocialclassificationandlead
tore-examiningtheexistingestablishedsocialsecurity.Basedonthetwoconditions,suchasocial
securitysystemwithahighattachmenttothesetwoconditionsmakeitdifficultfortheworkingpoor
toreceivethesecuredstatusidentificationintheprocessofChinesesocialchanges.

Social security inChina has developed over 66years, and particularly under the politically
up-to-downmotivation,ithasexperiencedacompressedstyledreformfor40yearsinarelatively
hideboundgrassrootssectorthatclingstotradition.Comparedtotheprecarious/flexibletrendsin
thedevelopmentoftheBelgiansociety,stabilitystillmarksthemainfeatureoftheChinesesociety.
In theprocessofsocialsecurity,boththechangeabletrendsandsocial traditionalcoexist;social
changesprimarilymanifestintheadjustmentoftheeconomicstructureandtheresultingpopulation
movementsinthemarket,whilethebonesofsocietyremainstubbornlyinertwiththefearofchange
intermsofthesocialrelationship,lifepatterns(suchasmarriage,family,etc.),andworkpatterns.

In China, the social security keeps a strong linkage between social benefits and stable
employment,whichshowstheclearborderwithinemploymentstatus(e.g.,betweenemploymentand
unemployment,beingemployedorself-employed,orwithinstate-ownenterprises,publicinstitutions,
andprivateenterprises)intermsoftheaccess,contributionrate,andsecuritystandards.Giventhe
limitedgovernment’spublicexpenditure,individualcontributionscanandmustsupplythesocial
securityfunds.Onthisbasis,theset-upofthepersonalaccountdefinedcontributionsystemin-depth
strengthenstheindividual’sattachmenttothefirstaccesscondition(economicconditions)insocial
securityandstimulatestheworkincentivesforemployment.Atthesame,itweakensthefunctions
ofsocialmutual-aidandrisk-sharing.Sincelosingthefunctionofmutual-help,thisstrongbinding
betweentheperson’scontributionandthesecuritylevelmaylargelycauseanintensecommodification
toensurehavingenoughfunds.

Additionally, working in poverty as a new poverty issue that breaks the security myth of
“employmentcanhelptoavoidpoverty”hasnotbeenyetclearlyidentified.Beforegainingthesocial
concerns,itisnoteasytochangethetraditionalconceptionoftherelationshipbetweenpovertyand
employment,anditisnotenoughtoshakethestrongbinding.Inthissense,theworkingpoorsuffer
theriskoffallingintolimitedsecuredconditions,whichoccursinthecracksofthesocialsecurity
system.Furthermore,thisstrongbindingoccursintheobservedgender-blindzonethroughwhich
poorfemaleworkerssufferthehighpossibilityofflexibleemploymentandthehighriskoffalling.

During the initial foundationperiodofnewChina, therewere500millionpeople,butonly
thousandsofpeopleworkedinanindustrywithastableincome,sothesocialinsurancebasedon
individualpaymentwasnotrealizedinChinaduringthatperiod.Then,theinitiallaborinsurance
closelytiedworkerstotheirworkunitssotheeconomicbenefitoftheworkunitisgood,theirwelfare
benefitswillincrease.Asaresult,somesmallenterpriseswithbadeconomicbenefitcannoteven
providepensionsandmedicalinsurancetoworkers.Basedonthis,peopleduringthatperiodwere
proudtofindastablejobinstate-ownedenterprises.Sincethe1980s,themethodofemployment
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haschangedfromtheinitialunifiedjobdistributionbythegovernmenttoself-voluntaryandfree
competition.DuringtheSOE’sreforminthe1990s,largenumbersofworkerswerelaidoffandlost
theformerenterprisesecurity;theywereleftinsocietyastheflexiblejobseekers.Then,thedemand
forestablishingsocialsecurityforthemandexpandingtourbancitizenswasurgentandnecessary.
Againsttheflexibleemploymenttrends,theformerlaborinsurance(whichdependsonworkunitsto
providesecurityforworkers)couldnotmeettheneedsandinterestsofworkersinthelabormarket
anymore.

Since the welfare reform, the security principle has changed; the individual, the enterprise,
andthegovernmentsharesocialinsurancefunding.Nevertheless,thewell-beinginsocialsecurity
arestillcloselylinkedwithworkers’workperformancesandincomes,astheycontributetotheir
socialaccountsforpensions,medicalinsurance,andsoon.Iftheypaymore,theywillreceivemore
pensionafterretirementandmoremedicalreplacementmoney.Otherwise,thebenefitslevelsamong
workers,farmers,andunemployedurbancitizensareclassified;thewelfarestandardsamongcivil
servants,workersinstate-ownedenterprisesandcommonworkersaredifferent.Suchdifferences
widenedthedivisionbetweenurbanandrural,andwithinemploymentsectorsinthelabormarket
shapedthecommonideasthatpeoplewhoholdthejobslivesbetterthantheunemployment,andthat
urbancitizenslivebetterthanruralfarmers.Thefragmentationofregionsandthesegmentationof
thelabormarketinfluencedeeplytotheworkingchoicesavailabletopeople.Hence,morepeoplein
ruralareasbecomemigrantstoworkinurban,developedcities.Asaresult,graduatestudentsbegan
toprefertobecivilservantsorworkinstate-ownedenterprises.

Chinese people highly depend on their work quality and their location in the employment
hierarchy,theirwell-beingisstillcloselylinkedwithwork.Beforethesocialsecurityreform,work
unitsprovidedrelativelygenerousservicesandburdenedwelfaresecurefunctionasasmallsociety
forworkers,andpeopleseekthesenseofbelonginginworkunitsandpromotedtheirlivingstandards
byfindingabetterenterprise.Aftertheeconomicreformsince1978andSOEreforminthe1990s,
peoplebecamemoreindependentfromworkunitsandhadtochoosetheirjobfreely.Socialsecurity
wasestablishedandcoveredallcitizens,andevenunemployedpeopleweresecured.Followingthe
wideningcracks in thesocialsecuritysystem, theworkingpoorgraduallybeganto identifyasa
stranger.Thelevelofsocialsecuritytheyreceiveishardtosupportthemtobeindependentofthe
labormarket.Thus,inChina,peoplegraspjobsandstillregarditasthemostsecurityway,especially
foryounggraduatestudents,forsingleworkingparents,ruralpeasantworkers,andsecond-generation
poor,sincetheylostthemselvesinthefragmentedsocialsecuritysystem.Theyfindasenseofsecurity
byworking;theyworkharderandhardertocontributemoreforinsuranceandlookingforwardtobeing
fullysecuredinthefuture.Thisisanattitudetransitionfrom“ifIworkharder,Icanlivebetter”to“if
Ipaytheinsuranceontimeandmore,Icanlivebetter”.But,thequestionis:wheredoesthemoney
comefrom?Formostoftheworkingpoor,theanswercomesfromcontinuouscommodification,
whethervoluntaryornot.

ThesituationofpoorfemaleworkersinChina’ssocialsecurityislikethevividdescriptionof
“besiegedcity/fortressbesieged”《围城》inthenoveloffamousChinesewriterQianZhongshu.In
general,“itseemslikeabesiegedcity,thepeoplewholivedinsidewanttogetout,thepeoplewho
areoutsidereallywanttoliveinside”.Ontheonehand,poorfemaleworkersseemtobethiskind
ofworkingpeoplewholiveinthelabormarketandhaveajobtomakeendsmeet,whilelackinga
specificstatusidentification.Ontheotherhand,socialsecurityislikeawalltoprotectpeopleina
besiegedcitybutneedsanaccesscard,andtheworkingpoordonotholdthiscard.

CoNCLUSIoN 

AlthoughthesocialsecuritysystemsinBelgiumandChinaarebasedonworkperformance, the
decommodificationprocessshowsitsdiversitythroughthesignificantdifferencesinsocialstructures
andsocialsecuritymodels.TheBelgiumsocialsecuritysystemfocusesonsupportingarights-based
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socialcontractthroughnegotiatingamongindividuals,organizations,andthestate;ittendstopursue
ageneralizedandequaldecommodificationprocessforallcitizensbasedontheunderstandingof
universalwelfare.Oneworryisthatduetothefissionofpovertyissue,theworkinginpovertyrate
developswiththetrendsofprecariousnessandindividualism.Thus,thespecificityisasimportant
asthegeneralizationofdecommodification.InBelgium,thecurrentconditionsofsingleworking
motherswho suffer ahigher riskof fallingamongpoor femaleworkers face challenges suchas
mainstreamgeneralization,whichdemandsmulti-dimensionalconsiderationinrealizingadiverse
decommodificationprocessinthefuturedevelopmentofthesocialsecuritysystem.

Incomparison,China’ssocialsecuritysystemhighlightsitsparticularity,whichemphasizesthe
uniquenessofallpeople(ratherthanbasedontheindividual)inthesystem.TheChinesesystem
also provides strong support to the differentiation in process of decommodification to maintain
theChinesepriorityofclosesocialrelationships.Basedonthis, ithasnotyetformedauniform
standardorauniversalvaluethatisapplicabletoall.Inotherwords,socialsecuritydevelopsthrough
fragmentedsub-systemswherepeoplearelikelytobeclassifiedwithincoregroups,semi-marginal
groups,andmarginalgroups.Inthissocialsecurityrelationshipnetwork,throughkeepingaclassified
systembasedonrelationship-orientedpower,itisquitedifficultforapersontomovefromtheedge
tothesemi-marginal,orfromthesemi-marginaltothecoresincethismovementdependsonthe
specificconditionsforsocialbenefits.Thereby,itisnoteasytoreachaningeniousbalancebetween
generalizedequityandspecificityinthedecommodificationprocess,particularlyforthepeopleatthe
edgeofsystemsuchastheworkingpoor.Moreover,consideringtheinformationonanindividual’s
contribution,expenditure,andotherdimensionsinformersections,thedisparitiesofbasicaccess
tovarious formsof social insurance inChina ismostly in correspondencewith the individual’s
registrationstatus,sex(inpensioninsurance),andthenumberofindividual’scontributions.Thus,
itrevealstheselectedtrendsforcertaingroupswherewomendefactosufferlesssocialrecognition
andhaveamorefragilerelationshipnetworkthanmen.

Table 12. Degree of decommodification between Belgium and China

Decommodification 
degree

Pension Sickness 
benefit

Unemployment 
benefit 

Family 
allowance 

Total 

China Medium,
butlowfor
poorfemale

workers

Medium,
Butlowfor
ruraland
migrant
workers

low Low Selected
decommodification
forcertainpeople
(excludeworking

poor)

Belgium medium high High,butlower
defamilization

low Relativelymedium
(fairdegree)



Journal of Comparative Asian Development
Volume 18 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

61

ReFeReNCeS

Anderson,C.J.,&Hecht,J.D.(2015).Happinessandthewelfarestate:Decommodificationandthepolitical
economyofsubjectivewell-being.The Politics of Advanced Capitalism,357-80.

Barchiesi,F.(2011).Precarious liberation: Workers, the state, and contested social citizenship in post-apartheid 
South Africa.SunyPress.

Björnberg, A. (2017). Health Consumer Powerhouse, Euro Health Consumer Index. Health Consumer
Powerhouse.https://healthpowerhouse.com/files/EHCI_2016/EHCI_2016_report.pdf

Blackmore,E.,Keeley,J.,Pyburn,R.,Mangnus,E.,Chen,L.,&Yuhui,Q.(2012).Assessing the benefits of 
sustainability certification for small-scale farmers in Asia. IIED Natural Resource Issues.InternationalInstitute
forEnvironmentandDevelopment.

Carruthers, B. G. (2014). Financial Decommodification: Risk and the Politics of Valuation in US Banks
(Unpublishedmanuscript).NorthwesternUniversity.

Crettaz,E.(2010).Alleviating Working Poverty in Postindustrial Economies.AcademicPress.

Dewilde,C.(2006).BecomingpoorinBelgiumandBritain:Theimpactofdemographicandlabormarketevents.
Sociological Research Online,11(1),1–17.doi:10.5153/sro.1206

Esping-Andersen,G.(1990).TheThreeWorldsofWelfareCapitalism.PrincetonUniversityPress.

Esping-Andersen,G. (2000).Multi-dimensionaldecommodification:A reply toGrahamRoom.Policy and 
Politics,28(3),353–359.doi:10.1332/0305573002501018

Harachi,T.W.,Choi,Y.,Abbott,R.D.,Catalano,R.F.,&Bliesner,S.L.(2006).Examiningequivalenceof
conceptsandmeasuresindiversesamples.Prevention Science,7(4),359–368.doi:10.1007/s11121-006-0039-0
PMID:16845592

Hemerijck,A.(2012).Two or three waves of welfare state transformation? Towards a social investment welfare 
state.AcademicPress.

Holden, C. (2003). Decommodification and the workfare state. Political Studies Review, 1(3), 303–316.
doi:10.1111/1478-9299.t01-2-00001

Janus,A.L.(2012).Family policy, women’s access to paid work and decommodification.UniversityofCalifornia.

Koch,M.&Fritz,M.(2013).Non-standard employment in Europe: Paradigms, prevalence and policy responses.
Springer.

Lohmann, H. (2008). The working poor in European welfare states: Empirical evidence from a multilevel 
perspective. The working poor in Europe.EdwardElgar.

Lohmann,H.&Marx,I.(2008).Thedifferentfacesofworkinginpovertyacrosswelfarestateregimes.The 
Working Poor in Europe: Employment, Poverty and Globalisation, 17.

Mütevellioğlu,N.,&Cizel,R.B.(2010).Socialrightsandthedecommodificationoflabor.SEER Journal for 
Labor and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe,12(4),493–511.doi:10.5771/1435-2869-2009-4-493

Orloff,A.(1993).GenderandtheSocialRightsofCitizenship.American Sociological Review,58(3),303–328.
doi:10.2307/2095903

Polanyi,K.,&MacIver,R.M.(1944).The great transformation(Vol.2).BeaconPress.

Przeworski,A.,&Teune,H.(1966).Equivalenceincross-nationalresearch.Public Opinion Quarterly,30(4),
551–568.doi:10.1086/267455

Schokkaert,E.,Devolder,P.,Hindriks,J.,&Vandenbroucke,F.(2017).Towards an equitable and sustainable 
points system: A proposal for pension reform in Belgium.AcademicPress.

Scruggs,L.,&Allan,J.(2003,August).Trends in welfare state decommodification in eighteen advanced industrial 
democracies, 1972-2000. Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association,
Philadelphia,PA.

https://healthpowerhouse.com/files/EHCI_2016/EHCI_2016_report.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.5153/sro.1206
http://dx.doi.org/10.1332/0305573002501018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11121-006-0039-0
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16845592
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1478-9299.t01-2-00001
http://dx.doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2009-4-493
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2095903
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/267455


Journal of Comparative Asian Development
Volume 18 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

62

Stovicek,K.,&Turrini,A.(2012).Benchmarkingunemploymentbenefitsystems.European Economy.Economic 
Papers,454.

VanLancker,W.(2012).TheEuropeanworldoftemporaryemployment:Genderedandpoor?European Societies,
14(1),83–111.doi:10.1080/14616696.2011.638082

eNDNoTeS

1 “Adequacy”of social securitymeansa stateofbeing sufficient for aparticularpurpose;here in the
research,itreferstothesufficientsecurityspecifictotheworkingpoor.

2 Threeimportantsocialwelfareprograms,Andersencomparethe18countriesintothese3aspects.
3 ComesfromthereportofMinistryofHumanResourcesandSocialSecurity(2017)http://caijing.chinadaily.

com.cn/finance/2017-10/23/content_33600504.htm
4 ComesfromthereportofMinistryofHumanResourcesandSocialSecurity(2016)https://www.chashebao.

com/yanglaobaoxian/16247.html
5 Morespecifically,about49yearshistoryforcivilservantsnotcontributionpensioncausehugefinancial

loopholesnowadays.In2015,thesituationisimproves.Staffingovernmentinstitutionsimplementsthe
samebasicpensionsystemforenterpriseemployees.AsthereformofPensionC,civilservantspaythe
8%ofwageswhichisthesameasemployeesinenterprise.TotheendofJuly,2015,Shandong,Shanghai
andsomeotherareasgraduallyunveiledalocalpensionsystemimplementationopinionsandmeasures,
hasbeenclearabouttheindividualcaptureexpendswagebase.

6 Contributionratesmayvarybylocalgovernment.
7 Localgovernmentmayadjustcontributionratesaccordingtolocalconditions
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