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Abstract

By using qualitative data collected in three representative Chinese cities and quantitative
data from a countrywide survey, in this study, we synthesized the conventionally
competing arguments from the state-centred and market-centred approaches. We
showed the flow of elite resources, such as education, party membership, and family
background, among three groups of job seekers—namely, job-assignment adherents,
job-assignment networkers, and market adventurers, over time and across regions. With
a focus on job seekers’ responses to the varying local employment, we showed strong
evidence for the co-existence of state power and the market in China’s transitional
context.
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Introduction
Since Zhou (2000: 1140) proposed the ‘co-evolvement’ of state power and the market,

theoretical development related to China’s socioeconomic transition has sought to

bring together the two sides of the long-lasting debate between the market-centred

and state-centred approaches (Keister and Borelli 2012). However, the majority of

existing studies have focused either on the persistence of state power (Bian and Logan

1996; Parish and Michelson 1996; Walder 2004; Zhou et al. 1997) or on the fast

growth of the market (Nee 1989, 1991; Nee and Mathews 1996). Still scarce is the em-

pirical evidence that directly shows the significant coexistence of both structural forces.

Also, except for very few exceptions (exemplary studies include Hauser and Xie 2005;

Liu et al. 2016a, b; Xie and Hannum 1996), the majority of existing studies examine

China’s transitional process mainly through the change in the relative importance be-

tween state power and market strength in the temporal dimension. A more complex

co-existence and co-development scenario between state power and the market in the

spatial dimension has been largely overlooked (see more details in Liu et al. 2016a, b).

By focusing on how individuals’ resources match different employment channels—-

contingent on variations in time and spatial contexts in urban China, this study there-

fore aims to demonstrate how the macro-level socioeconomic transition can be

understood through changes in job-person matching patterns. Contrasting outcome

measures (such as income) that often characterize the static profile of social change,
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job-person matching enables investigation of the process of social change. Individuals

constantly evaluate the external employment environment and resources they possess,

in order to optimize chances to obtain the perceived best jobs. Their perceptions of

employment environment and strategies in manoeuvring resources for job acquisition

directly mirror the variations in upward mobility channels across the local environ-

ment, which, in turn, indicates the changing dynamics of structural forces at the soci-

etal level.

Herein, employment environment refers to the employment context in both temporal

and spatial senses. Temporally, this study focuses its examination mainly on the his-

toric period up to 2003, at which point re-stratification of social structure was still an

ongoing process; more specifically, the free labour market emerged and gradually re-

placed the state-controlled job assignment system as the dominant employment system

in urban China during this period. A focus on this historic period offers the most com-

plex possible scenario to observe a wide range of the variation in individual reactions

towards the changing employment environment. Changes after 2003 will not be the

focus of the study (though they will be briefly discussed at the end of the paper) be-

cause recent studies (Feng 2014; Gu 2014) have shown clear evidence about the end of

the re-stratification process of Chinese society and decreasing social mobility in the

newly built social hierarchy since the early 2000s. The configuration of structural forces

as well as individuals’ subsequent behaviours for upward mobility (such as finding a

perceived good job) has shown much more straightforward patterns ever since, conse-

quently contributing little to the theoretical development of the literature. Therefore,

we consider a focus on the historic period prior to the formation of a re-stratified social

hierarchy serving the research purpose of this study better. Spatially, this study distin-

guishes three types of geographic regions—the metropolitan, coastal, and interior re-

gions. We will elaborate on the distinctively different opportunity structures for

employment across the three regions in the following sections of the paper.

In terms of individuals’ resources, we focus the discussion on three types—education,

party membership, and family background. The match between employment channels

and individual resources subsequently differentiates successful job seekers1 into dif-

ferent groups. We first distinguish the newly emerged labour market from the state-

controlled job assignment system under the command economy, and thus term

individuals who successfully obtained jobs in the market sector ‘market adventurers’

(adventurers hereafter). We then separate individuals who were recruited by the job as-

signment system into two groups—‘job-assignment adherents’ (adherents hereafter) re-

fers to individuals who got assigned jobs by strictly following the state’s formal

recruitment procedure, whereas ‘job-assignment networkers’ (networkers hereafter) re-

fers to those who got assigned jobs more or less through help of social contacts. The

distinction among these three groups of successful job seekers will show how different

types of resources are distributed between the state and market, which we consider dir-

ect evidence indicating the trajectory of the employment institutional change from the

dominance of the job assignment system to that of the market.

In the following sections of this paper, we first review how the local employment en-

vironment has changed in both the temporal and spatial dimensions since the outset of

marketization. We subsequently discuss how individual resources match employment

channels by hypothesising an individual’s possibility of becoming one of the three types
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of job seekers across the varying employment environment. Empirical evidence is

drawn from both survey and interview data. We adopt countrywide representative sur-

vey data to show general patterns of individual responses towards the institutional

change, while in-depth interview data to reveal the fundamental explanations under-

lying individuals’ behaviours. We conclude the study by expanding our discussion to

further labour market changes after 2003, and by restating the theoretical significance

of understanding institutional change through the job-person matching patterns.

A gradual but incremental shift in the employment system up to 2003

In the temporal dimension, three stages can be identified during the gradual shift of

the dominant employment system in urban China. The first stage was roughly from the

end of the 1970s to the early 1990s and was characterized by the dominance of the

state-controlled job assignment system and the marginal status of market job oppor-

tunities. Although a free labour market had been legitimatized since the early 1980s, in

order to relieve the employment pressure in the urban area, previous studies (Davis

1999; Li 1993) showed that the newly emerged market did not provide suitable posi-

tions for high-profile job seekers during this stage. As market opportunities were

mainly concentrated in sales and services, professional and managerial positions

remained in state-controlled organizations. Consequently, most entrepreneurs and indi-

vidual business owners (getihu) in the market were migrant peasants, unemployed

youth, dismissed workers, former criminals released from prisons, and retirees (Davis

1999; Shen and Xu 2016; Wu and Xie 2003: 429).

Urban China’s employment system entered the second reforming stage between 1992

and 1997, when policies, such as All Staff Labour Contract System2 and Regulations on

Changing State-Owned Industrial Enterprises’ Management Systems,3 indicated the

state’s determination of replacing a lifetime, full employment system with a

competition-based hiring mechanism. This stage was characterized as a strong contrast

between job security as well as comprehensive benefits provided by the state-controlled

system and high economic returns available through the market mechanism. As a re-

sult, job seekers commonly made attempts to maintain privileges entitled by the state-

controlled system and to maximize market benefits at the same time. As Hebel (1996)

noted, the common trend of market participation was to take a second job in the mar-

ket while holding one’s assigned job in the state sector. Highly educated employees,

such as professors, teachers, engineers, and researchers, were the leading cohort among

two-job holders (Hebel 1996). Even those who turned to work primarily in the market

sector rarely resigned from their state-assigned jobs. A typical way to ‘jump into the

sea’ (xiahai, referring to market participation) was to get a permit from the original

work unit for ‘leave without pay’ (tingxin liuzhi).4 This allowed the individual to go

back to the original workplace if the attempt to ‘jump into the sea’ had failed.

The third stage was between 1998 and 2002 and was characterized as the significant

withdrawal of the state-controlled job assignment system. The wave of layoffs (xiagang)

did not hit the majority of state-owned enterprise (SOEs hereafter) throughout the

country until 1998. Meanwhile, starting from 1997, most universities were no longer re-

sponsible for assigning job offers to graduates, except for educational institutions dir-

ectly subject to the central government, such as ministries of national defence and
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justice. In addition, a national entrance exam for entry-level governmental positions

was widely adopted in all governmental organizations during this period, though it was

initially implemented in the early 1990s.5 Therefore, from this period onwards, a

competition-based employment system has started to play a dominant role not only in

the market sector but also in the previously state-controlled sectors.

Heterogeneity in the local employment environment

In their recent study on wage differentials throughout 320 prefectures in China, Liu et

al. (2016a, b) found that the regional variation in wage inequality needs to be explained

simultaneously by the level of market expansion and that of state intervention. Their

study, along with previous studies that focused exclusively either on market expansion

(Xie and Hannum 1996) or state intervention (Bian and Logan 1996; Bian et al. 2015),

has by and large confirmed that the relative significance between market expansion and

state intervention varies with the level of economic development. Figure 1 shows annual

per capital GDP in 24 provinces and four state-designated municipalities in selected years

between 1979 and 2003. While the differences in levels of economic development were

minor throughout the country before 1992, the gaps have been increasingly widened after-

wards. By 2003, three levels of economic development could be observed. Three state-

designated cities (Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai) belong to the first tier with per capita

GDP above 20,000 yuan; seven coastal provinces (Liaoning, Heilongjiang, Jiangshu, Zhe-

jiang, Fujian, Shandong, and Guangdong) belong to the second tier with per capita GDP

between 10,000 and 20,000 yuan; and all the remaining locations fall into the third tier

with per capita GDP below 10,000 yuan. As the three-tier division closely resonates with

the regional variation confirmed by the existing studies, in this study, we follow the same

logic and focus our discussion on differences in three regions, namely, the metropolitan

region (including three state-designated cities), the coastal region (including the

Fig. 1 Economic development from 1979 to 2003, measured by provincial-level per capita GDP (Yuan)—X-
axis indicates four state-designated municipalities and 24 provinces in China; Y-axis indicates per capita GDP
in Chinese yuan; the line marked with diamonds indicates per capita GDP in 1979, the line marked with squares
indicates per capita GDP in 1992, the line marked with triangles indicates per capita GDP in 1998, and the line
marked with crosses indicates per capita GDP in 2003. (National Bureau of Statistics of China)
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aforementioned seven coastal provinces), and the interior region (including all the

remaining provinces).

While earnings differentials across regions have been relatively well discussed, direct

evidence is scarce about different paths of the employment system change that had

undergone in different regions. To illustrate this, we chose three cities that respectively

represented typical transitional paths in the three regions and conducted in-depth in-

terviews for the qualitative component of this study. Beijing was selected as the repre-

sentative of the metropolitan region; Shenzhen was selected to represent the changing

path of the employment system in the coastal region; and Jiangyou, a previously heavy-

industrial town located in the hinterland province, Sichuan, was selected to demon-

strate the direction towards which the employment system change had headed in the

interior region. Figure 2 shows the urbanization process—indicated by the size of the

urban population (migrant workers excluded), economic growth—indicated by per

capita GDP, and the industrialization process—indicated by the composition of three

industries in these three cities between 1979 and 2003.

Due to the socialist economy’s heavy focus on secondary industry, better opportunity

structures for employment were observed in both Beijing and Jiangyou but not in Shen-

zhen in the beginning of the institutional transition. However, in 2003, Shenzhen’s

urban population had far surpassed that of Jiangyou, though the largest urban popula-

tion was still observed in Beijing. In this year, although Shenzhen had the highest per

capita GDP among the three cities, the figure of the industrial composition suggests es-

sential differences in the opportunity structure for employment between Shenzhen and

Beijing. A highly marketized and second-industry-driven economy was observed in

Shenzhen. In fact, the exponential economic growth in Shenzhen has commonly been

attributed to the massive foreign direct investments and the influx of cheap labour

force constituted mainly by migrant workers in manufacturing, at least by the early

2000s (Fan and Sun 2008; Niu et al. 2016; see also Shenzhen Special Economic Zone

Yearbook 1985–2003). By contrast, a highly marketized and service-based economy

had emerged in Beijing, evidenced by the dominating proportion of the service sector

Fig. 2 Variations in urbanization, marketization, and industrialization among three interview locations—the
figure at left illustrates population size (in million) in three cities, Beijing, Shenzhen, and Jiangyou. The light
colour bar indicates the population of each city in 1979, while the dark colour bar indicates that of each city
in 2003. The figure in the middle illustrates per capita GDP (in Chinese yuan) in three cities. The light colour
bar indicates per capita GDP of each city in 1979, while the dark colour bar indicates that of each city in 2003.
The figure at right illustrates the composition of three industries in three cities in 1979 and 2003. From
the bottom to the top of each bar, the dark grey section indicates agriculture, the even darker grey section
indicates industry, and the light grey section indicates the service sector. (Statistics Bureau of Beijing, and
Statistics Bureau of China 2008; Statistics Bureau of Shenzhen 2003; Statistics Bureau of Sichuan 2014)
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in Beijing in 2003. It is also noticeable that the proportion of the second industry still

remained significant in Beijing at this stage. Due to the traditional dominance of the

job assignment system in this sector, it is reasonable to expect the existence of the

lagged influence of the state-controlled job assignment system in Beijing in 2003. For

the same reason, one can also expect consistently strong influence from the job assign-

ment system in Jiangyou. As the stagnated urban population growth indicates, Jiangyou

did not benefit from the marketization process as much as the other two cities did.

To summarize, in the metropolitan region, represented by Beijing, the opportunity

structure for employment was the most advantageous due to the concentration of the

industrial and service sectors in the job assignment era. Its leading status remained at

the end of the changing process, by providing market opportunities that attracted com-

petitive job seekers. The coastal region, represented by Shenzhen, did not provide as

many assigned jobs as the metropolitan region did at the outset of the reform. How-

ever, its fast paced marketization process created ample market opportunities during

the transitional process, particularly for less educated or skilled labour in the manufac-

turing sector. The interior region, represented by Jiangyou, benefited from the concen-

tration of the heavy industry in the command economy era, but continued to lose

ground in attracting competitive job seekers as marketization progressed.

Individual resources, employment environments, and types of successful job seekers

The variation in the local employment environment over time and across space, as de-

scribed above, has created different local opportunity structures in which individuals’

upward mobility channels vary. In other words, individual resources that are valuable

for getting a good job vary with the local employment environment.

In general, three types of individual resources have commonly been discussed in pre-

vious studies about social stratification and mobility in urban China. Before

marketization, political loyalty was widely considered the primary criterion for upward

mobility. In addition to party membership, the direct indicator of one’s political stand-

ing, family background also played a crucial role in forming the hierarchical order in

the socialist regime. It has been well acknowledged that under the rigid state’s control,

guanxi (informal ties) manipulation was so pervasive as to be institutionalized, and

family ties functioned as the most often used shortcut for the offspring of powerful par-

ents to rapidly get ahead of their own cohorts (Bian 1997; Gu 2014; Oberschall 1996).

Starting from the end of the 1970s, education has been (re)used to distinguish job

seekers. The stratifying role education plays in the meritocracy-based market economy is

commonly accepted, which brings no surprise about the importance of education as a

new upward mobility channel in China’s newly emerged market sector. However, in con-

trast to the market transition theory (Nee 1989, 1991), most of the following studies at-

tributed the increasing importance of education to the shift in the state’s political

orientation, rather than the emergence of the market. In fact, it has been found that the

newly emerged market did not provide suitable positions for high-profile job seekers in

the early stage of marketization, as aforementioned (Davis 1999; Wu and Xie 2003).

Individuals’ job acquirement strategies, in terms of which resources to mobilize and

through which system, are motivated by their perceptions of the local employment en-

vironment. The distribution of different types of successful job seekers thus directly
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reflects the relative importance of the state’s control and the market mechanism in

the local employment system. As aforementioned, in this study, we categorize

urban Chinese job seekers before 2003 into three types: job-assignment adherents

who obtained the assigned job by completely following a formal procedure, job-

assignment networkers who got assigned jobs by more or less mobilizing guanxi,

and market adventurers who did not get assigned jobs and thus found employment

through the market channel. It would be unnecessary to further distinguish indi-

viduals who used guanxi from those who did not, if they all got jobs through the

market channel. The focus of this study is to test whether state power was weak-

ened or strengthened along with the emergence of the market. Thus, the differenti-

ation between adherents and networkers within the job assignment system is

crucial to reveal what types of resources still remained in the state-controlled sys-

tem. However, the market channel, as a newly emerged and continuously growing

institution, is assumed to attract both well-educated and well-connected individ-

uals, since the roles education and informal ties play, respectively, have been well

documented in various contexts of labour markets (Bian 1997; Chua 2011, 2014;

Granovetter 1973; Liu et al. 2016a, b; Xu et al. 2016). We also need to emphasize

that as the state sector was further marketized, job seekers increasingly entered the

state sector through market competition, rather than the job assignment system.

Adventurers thus also include those who were employed in the state sector but

whose jobs were not assigned by the state.

The existing literature provides two sets of competing assertions regarding how

macro-level structural forces drove the distribution of different types of resources

possessed by individual job seekers. The market-centred approach states the increa-

sing importance of education as the new upward mobility channel in the transitional

society (Nee 1989, 1991; Cao and Nee 2000; Nee and Matthews 1996), which naturally

leads to the hypothesis of the shift in the concentration of highly-educated job seekers

from adherents to adventurers as marketization progressed. The state-centred ap-

proach emphasizes the persistence of political authority despite marketization (Bian

and Logan 1996; Róna-Tas 1994; Walder 1996, 2004, 2009), which implies the persis-

tent concentration of social resources within the state-controlled system. Under the

assumption that individual job seekers always tend to manoeuvre their resources to

optimize job search outcomes, we posit that the concentration of individual resources

should correspond to the dominance of the structural force at the macro level.

Namely, hireable resources—education, party membership, and family background—-

would all increase one’s likelihood to seek jobs through the employment channel that

provides a relatively better opportunity structure in the local employment environ-

ment. In terms of education, first, well-educated individuals are expected to seek

assigned jobs in the institutional context where the job assignment system dominates

job-person matching, whereas seek jobs through the market channel in the context

where the market mechanism dominates employment. As aforementioned, the local

employment environment refers to the relative strength of state power and the market

in both the temporal and spatial dimensions. Thus, other covariates being equal,

Hypothesis 1a: As marketization progresses over time, the probability for well-

educated individuals to become adherents decreases, whereas that for them to become

adventurers increases. And,
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Hypothesis 1b: As marketization develops unequally across regions, the probability for

well-educated individuals to become adventurers increases in the metropolitan region,

while that for them to become adherents remains high in other regions.

Second, although party membership is a symbol of one’s status in the political hier-

archy, meritocratic traits are indispensable components in the recruitment of party

members. As Guo (2005) pointed out, being a party member connotes desirable qua-

lities in a job seeker, such as organizational and communication skills, team spirit, and

the capability to get things done. These qualities, rather than one’s party membership

per se, facilitate one’s success not just in the job assignment system, but also in market

competition. We therefore hypothesize that party membership plays a similar role with

that of education in one’s job search strategies. Namely, other covariates being equal,

Hypothesis 2a: As marketization progresses over time, the probability for party mem-

bers to become adherents decreases, whereas that for them to become adventurers in-

creases. And,

Hypothesis 2b: As marketization develops unequally across regions, the probability for

party members to become adventurers increases in the metropolitan region, while that

for them to become adherents remains high in other regions.

Last, we turn to family background as the indicator of one’s social capital. Mobilized

through informal ties, social capital has long been demonstrated to have a positive ef-

fect on labour market outcomes across societal contexts (Bian 1997; Chua 2011, 2014;

Erickson 2001; Granovetter 1973; Lin 1999, 2001). In their recent study, Bian et al.

(2015) have shown that the pervasive use of informal channels in job searches has at

least remained unchanged, if not increased, in Chinese society. A privileged family

background helps one gain an advantageous occupational position in the social hier-

archy. Thus, whether one’s family background facilitates one’s job obtainment success

in the state-controlled system or in the market depends on which employment system

provides a better opportunity structure for career development. This means that, other

covariates being equal:

Hypothesis 3a: As marketization progresses over time, the probability for job seekers

with privileged family background to become networkers decreases, whereas that for

them to become adventurers increases. And,

Hypothesis 3b: As marketization develops unequally across regions, the probability

for job seekers with privileged family background to become adventurers increases in

the metropolitan region, while that for them to become networkers remains high in

other regions.

Research design

Both quantitative and qualitative data were used to test the above hypotheses. While

the use of quantitative analysis is necessary to generalize interactions of the employ-

ment environment and individual resources, the use of qualitative analysis is effective

in revealing the rationale underlying individuals’ job obtainment strategies.

Quantitative data and measurements

Quantitative data were drawn from the 2003 China General Social Survey (CGSS)—the

urban section, a four-stage stratified probability sampling survey on the urban popula-

tion in mainland China. The sample consists of 5894 adults, aged 18 to 69 years old,
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who were randomly selected from 28 provincial level locations inside mainland China.

The 2003 CGSS data covered exclusively urban Chinese citizens with local hukou (legal

residency) status.

The dependent variable is the type of the job seeker. If only channels related to the

state’s distributive power (including ‘assigned by a governmental organization’ and ‘in-

ternal recruitment in a state-owned organization’) were reported, the respondent was

coded as a job-assignment adherent. If a state’s distributive channel was reported with

assistance of any informal help, the respondent was considered a job-assignment net-

worker. If the obtained job was not assigned by the state, the respondent would then

be categorized as a market adventurer.

Independent variables consist of individual resources and the employment environ-

ment. Because information in the 2003 CGSS was collected retrospectively, each re-

spondent’s life events could be sequenced in chronological order, making it possible to

capture each respondent’s characteristics at the job entry stage. Education was mea-

sured by year, and party membership was a dichotomous variable (with members coded

as 1, and non-members as 0). Family background was measured by the father’s highest

education and party membership, since a household’s status was usually determined by

the father’s, rather than the mother’s, status in China’s patriarchal context. Father’s oc-

cupational status was often used as the proxy of family background in the western soci-

ety. However, a poorly classified occupational structure in the socialist system and a

low response rate of the corresponding question in the survey made the use of father’s

occupational status not suitable for this study. Moreover, as an individual’s own re-

sources were measured by education and party membership, it benefited the

consistency of measurement by using the same variables to indicate father’s resources.

The variation in the local employment environment was measured in both temporal

and spatial dimensions. Corresponding to the aforementioned historic stages of the em-

ployment system change, we distinguish the employment environment in the temporal

dimension by three periods, including the pre-reform period (before 1979; used as a

reference category), between 1979 and 1991 (state-dominant stage), between 1992 and

1997 (state-market competing stage), and between 1998 and 2003 (market-dominant

stage). The variation in the spatial dimension corresponded to the division among the

metropolitan, coastal, and interior regions. Control variables such as age, age square,

and gender were included.

Qualitative data collection

Qualitative analysis has a unique advantage in delineating not only individuals’ job ob-

tainment strategies, but more importantly, how decisions were made based on individ-

uals’ perceptions of their own resources and the surrounding environment. Interviews

were conducted in the aforementioned three locations—Beijing, Shenzhen, and

Jiangyou.

By using the snowball sampling method, up to 50 qualified respondents were con-

tacted in each location in the summer of 2009. We selected in total 28 representative

respondents to conduct in-depth interviews, including ten cases in Beijing and nine

cases in Shenzhen and Jiangyou, respectively. Although each interview covered infor-

mation about the informant’s career development up to the time of the interview, in

the body of the analysis, we used information only up to 2003, to correspond to the
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time frame covered by the quantitative data. All interviews lasted between 1.5 and 2 h.

We used several strategies to ensure the reliability of interviewees’ narratives, including

checking private files (for example, letters of employment), archival documentations

(for example, personnel documents, or other official files) kept by interviewees’ em-

ployers, and old newspapers; asking about the same information in different ways;

checking with a third party (for example, a family member) who was familiar with the

interviewee; and conducting a second time interview at a different time and location.

Analyses

To analyse quantitative data, we constructed three Multinomial Logistic Regression

models: the ‘education model’—estimating interaction effects between education and

the local employment environment in both time and spatial dimensions, ‘party mem-

bership model’—estimating interaction effects between party membership and the local

employment environment measures in both dimensions, and ‘family background mode-

l’—estimating interaction effects between family background and the local employment

environment measures in both dimensions. Estimations were clustered at the provincial

level (by using the ‘cluster’ option in Stata) with the population weight variable used as

the probability weight. We presented all possible pair comparisons in Table 1, in order

to intuitively show how the distribution of individual resources varies with the employ-

ment environment.

Main effects in Table 1 confirm arguments in the existing literature. In the temporal

dimension, there is indeed a clear shift from the job assignment system to market com-

petition, shown as the significant increase in one’s likelihood of becoming a market ad-

venturer along with the decline in the possibility of becoming either a job-assignment

adherent or networker. This finding is in line with the transitional trajectory predicted

by the market-centred approach. In the spatial dimension, individuals in the metropol-

itan region were generally more likely than their counterparts in the other two regions

to stay within the job assignment system. Moreover, main effects of individual re-

sources also generally increased one’s likelihood of staying within the job assignment

system. These findings provide support for the persistence of state power, argued by

the state-centred approach.

The Wald test results show that model fit were improved significantly by incorporat-

ing interaction items between education and job entry era (chi2(8) = 117.37;

p = 0.0000), between party membership and job entry era (chi2(8) = 106.75;

p = 0.0000), between education and region (chi2(4) = 89.14; p = 0.0000), between party

membership and region (chi2(4) = 64.46; p = 0.0000), and between father’s education

and region (chi2(4) = 53.79; p = 0.0000). We therefore focus our discussion on these

significant interaction effects that contributed to the improvement of model fit. Interac-

tions between father’s party membership and the employment environment were omit-

ted in the family background model, since the effect of father’s party membership

became non-significant after the individual’s party membership was taken into account.

Increasing marketization and lagged attractiveness of assigned jobs over time

Figure 3a, b) presents interaction effects between education and job entry era on the

likelihood of being adherents and adventurers, respectively (no significant interaction

effect was found on the likelihood of being networkers). It is clear that the odds of
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being adherents decreases while the odds of being adventurers increases over time, a

finding that well echoes Nee’s market transition theory. These figures further show that

the changing probability of becoming either an adherent or adventurer varies with

one’s education. Highly educated job seekers showed greater odds of being adherents,

particularly before 1999. After 1999, the odds of being adherents for the highly edu-

cated dropped significantly. Therefore, although the market emerged as early as in the

1980s in urban China, market opportunities became attractive to the highly educated

job seekers only in the late 1990s.

Our interview data shed light on highly educated individuals’ reasoning underlying

the above findings. When graduating from a prestigious college specialized in water

conservancy in 1992, Mr. Lei Yang,6 a 40-year-old7 senior manager in a large-scale FDI

(foreign direct investment) company in Shenzhen, was initially assigned to a state-

owned oceangoing company in his home province. Lei was unhappy about this assign-

ment, as his grades were good enough for his ideal work unit, the Shanghai Maritime

Bureau. Instead of searching another option in the market, however, Lei chose to accept

an undesirable assigned job. As he said:

‘There is a saying that “a camel that died from hunger would still be bigger than a

horse.” After all, you got assigned into a SOE, which broadened your choices. (If )

[y]ou like it, you stay; (if you) don’t like it, well, you could always choose to leave

later.’ (Interview transcript #11)

With stable salaries, comprehensive benefits, and security of lifetime employment,

the job assignment system functioned as a safety net to protect those who were not

ambitious and preferred to stay in assigned jobs. For ambitious individuals, the job as-

signment system would also enable them to accumulate work experience and social re-

sources for desirable job opportunities in the market. In this regard, an assigned job

would then function as a springboard.

Turning to party membership, Fig. 4 shows a linear decline in the likelihood of be-

coming adherents and a steady increase in that of becoming adventurers for both party

Fig. 3 a, b Predicted probabilities of adherents and adventurers by education and job entry era—X-axis
measures education by years, and Y-axis measures probabilities (between 0 and 1); the long-dash-dot-dot-
dot line indicates the period before 1979, the dotted line indicates the period between 1979 and 1991, the
short-dash line indicates the period between 1992 and 1997, and the solid line indicates the period between
1998 and 2003. a The predicted probability of being adherents in four periods. b The predicted probability
of being adventurers in four periods

Shen and Xu The Journal of Chinese Sociology  (2017) 4:13 Page 13 of 25



members and non-party members. However, it is also clear that party members were

more likely to stay within the system while non-party members were more likely to find

employment outside the system in each of the observed time periods. These findings

echo existing arguments from both the market-centred and state-centred approaches,

namely, the shift from the state-controlled system to the market accompanied with the

persistence of state power. Since these findings have been well articulated in previous

studies, it is unnecessary to further interpret patterns in Fig. 4 by using interview data.

No significant interaction effect is found between family background and the era of

job entry, confirming the continuous importance of family background in one’s job ob-

tainment regardless of the institutional change, as argued by social capital scholars

(Bian 1997; Bian et al. 2015).

Regional variation in the resource distribution

Regional distribution of highly educated job seekers

Figure 5a–c show the significant effects of the interactions between education and re-

gion. Job seekers with little education, such as those with less than 12 years of educa-

tion (equivalent to the level of high school) in the metropolitan region were much

more likely to become job-assignment adherents (as well as networkers), while their

counterparts in the other two regions were much more likely to become market adven-

turers. This shows that the job assignment system played a protective role in providing

less competitive job seekers with stable employment only in the metropolitan region.

The majority of disadvantaged job seekers in the rest of the country had to look for

employment on their own in the market, as the job assignment system shifted to attract

highly educated employees in their local areas. Well-educated employees with more

than 12 years of education were in demand by both the job assignment system and the

market. They tended to become market adventurers in the metropolitan region, while

job-assignment adherents (as well as networkers) in both coastal and interior regions.

Fig. 4 Predicted probabilities of three types of successful job seekers by party membership and job entry
era—the left section shows compositions for party members and the right section shows compositions for
non-party members; four time periods are marked along the X-axis, while probabilities (between 0 and 1)
are marked along the Y-axis; the darkest grey colour indicates adherents, the lightest grey colour indicates
networkers, and the last one indicates adventurers
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However, it is noticeable that the most educated ones with more than 16 years of edu-

cation (equivalent to the level of university) consistently preferred becoming job-

assignment adherents, even in the metropolitan region.

Our interview data further show nuanced differences in individual motives of pursu-

ing state-assigned jobs between the coastal and interior regions. Mr. Yue Zhang, a 33-

year-old governmental official who found his job through the school’s recommendation,

in addition to a formal interview procedure in Shenzhen in 1997, pointed out:

‘Working in the government is not to stay away from the market; but instead, is to

better participate in the market. The booming economy needs to be regulated by the

government, in terms of, for example, land use, urban planning, infrastructure

construction, taxes, and other issues.’ (Interview transcript #16)

High economic returns were generated through the government’s close involvement

in economic activities in the coastal region. As Yue admitted, annual bonuses in his de-

partment were 10 to 50 times higher than what was offered in counterpart departments

in the interior region. Yue’s remarks support the argument of local state corporatism

(Walder 1996, 2009), which emphasizes the local cadres’ pursuit of assigned jobs in

order to convert political power into market benefits.

In the interior region, Ms. Yan Lu, a 33-year-old cosmetic product salesperson,

expressed her regrets of quitting her permanent position in a large-scale state-owned

Fig. 5 a–c Predicted probabilities of three types of successful job seekers by education and region—X-axis
measures education by years, and Y-axis measures probabilities (between 0 and 1); the long-dash-dot-dot-dot
line indicates the interior region, the short-dash line indicates the coastal region, and the solid line indicates the
metropolitan region. a The predicted probability of being adherents in three regions. b The predicted probability
of being adventurers in three regions. c The predicted probability of being networkers in three regions

Shen and Xu The Journal of Chinese Sociology  (2017) 4:13 Page 15 of 25



steel factory. Yan used the compensation package provided by her former state em-

ployer to start up her own business. Unfortunately, ‘small businesses are hard to sur-

vive, because everyone is doing it (Interview transcript #26).’ According to Yan, getting

a state-assigned job would still be the best option in a hinterland city such as Jiangyou,

where the market opportunity structure was relatively less developed.

It is highly likely that Yan, with a high school diploma and a second three-year dip-

loma from a vocational school, could have found a satisfactory market opportunity had

she been in the metropolitan region, due to a much better developed local market op-

portunity structure. In fact, only in the metropolitan region would the job assignment

system lose talented individuals to the market system. Ms. Min Chen, a 30-year-old

General Manager Assistant in an American-owned financial company in Beijing, said

that she only looked for jobs in large scale foreign companies when graduating in 2000.

With excellent academic records from a top university in China, Min did not think that

any assigned job could satisfy her career ambition (Ms. Chen, Interview transcript, # 9).

Similar to Min, another three interviewees, who found jobs in the private sector solely

through the market channel, either graduated from prestigious universities or special-

ized in highly marketable fields, such as telecommunication or finance. Their job search

strategies show strong evidence of the fast growth of high technology, knowledge-

intensive sectors outside industries that were traditionally controlled by the state in the

metropolitan region.

Regional distribution of other resources

Figure 6 presents the predicted probabilities derived from the interaction effects be-

tween party membership and region. While non-party members showed small regional

differences in the likelihoods of being job-assignment adherents and market adven-

turers, party members’ preferences towards the job assignment system and market dif-

fered significantly in different regions. In the metropolitan region, party members were

less likely than their non-party member counterparts to become adherents, and more

Fig. 6 Predicted probabilities of three types of successful job seekers by party membership and region—the
left section shows compositions for party members and the right section shows compositions for non-party
members; three regions are marked along the X-axis, while probabilities (between 0 and 1) are marked along
the Y-axis; the darkest grey colour indicates adherents, the lightest grey colour indicates networkers, and the last
one indicates adventurers
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likely to become adventurers. In the coastal region, party members overwhelmingly

leaned towards becoming adherents and their chance of becoming adventurers was the

lowest not only among all party members but also among all job seekers across the

three regions. In the interior region, party membership indeed significantly increased

one’s chance of becoming an adherent and decreased the chance of becoming an ad-

venturer. However, due to the lack of assigned job opportunities in this region, even

party members were faced with a high risk of becoming market adventurers.

Figure 7a–c present the interaction effects of family background (indicated by

father’s highest education) and region on the likelihoods of three types of job seekers.

In Fig. 7a, b, individuals with poorly educated fathers in the metropolitan region were

more likely to become adherents and less likely to become adventurers than their

counterparts in the other two regions. As father’s education increased, an individual

tended to shift from being an adherent to an adventurer in the metropolitan region.

However, individuals with university-educated fathers did not significantly prefer

being adventurers; in fact, they showed an increasing tendency of being adherents in

the metropolitan region. Figure 7c shows that father’s education significantly

increased one’s chance of being a job-assignment networker in coastal and interior

regions, but decreased this chance for those in the metropolitan region.

In addition to education, Figs. 6 and 7 further demonstrated significant differences in

the manipulation of party membership and family background in one’s job search

process, due to the regional inequality in the opportunity structure for employment.

a b

c

Fig. 7 a–c Predicted probabilities of three types of successful job seekers by father’s education and region—X-
axis measures education by years, and Y-axis measures probabilities (between 0 and 1); the long-dash-dot-dot-dot
line indicates the interior region, the short-dash line indicates the coastal region, and the solid line indicates the
metropolitan region. a The predicted probability of being adherents in three regions. b The predicted probability
of being adventurers in three regions. c The predicted probability of being networkers in three regions
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The interview with Mr. Liang Wang, a 29-year-old, university-educated official in the

municipal government in Jiangyou, shows that individuals were fully aware of the

essential regional differences. In 2002, Liang started an intern position in a governmen-

tal department in Jiangyou, where his father was the associate chief, after his several

attempts to move to a metropolitan city failed. Knowing the lack of a good market

opportunity structure in the local city, Liang considered getting a job in the local

government through his father’s help the best available option. In fact, in Jiangyou,

eight out of nine interviewees obtained their first jobs within the job assignment

system. As the quantity and quality of assigned jobs both declined over time, the use of

family ties seemed to have become a dominant job search strategy in Jiangyou.

To summarize, the above analysis delineated over time and across space, how resour-

ces—education, party membership, and family background—were used for individual

upward mobility, such as finding a perceived good job. In the temporal dimension,

while the dominant employment system clearly shifted from the job assignment system

to market, the job assignment system remained attractive among highly educated job

seekers. In the spatial dimension, state power and the market always co-existed,

through different ways in different regions. In the metropolitan region, the availability

of assigned jobs for the disadvantaged job seekers and that of market jobs for the

advantaged ones (for example, the well-educated and party members) show a pattern of

the relatively benign co-evolvement between state power and the market. In the rest of

the country, the market did not seem to form an opportunity structure as competitive

as that within the state-controlled system, at least up to 2003. As a result, advantaged

job seekers (the highly educated, party members, and those from privileged family

backgrounds) tended to reap market benefits by first getting into the state-controlled

system in the coastal region, whereas avoid market risks by remaining in the weakening

state-controlled system in the interior region. Moreover, the job assignment system

always remained its control over the most educated individuals across regions.

Employment system change after 2003

Without any doubt, Chinese society has been going through another wave of funda-

mental changes since 2003; for example, the state-controlled job assignment system has

become a part of history and is no longer known by newly graduated job seekers in the

present society. However, the theoretical significance of understanding institutional

change through individuals’ perceptions and their subsequent responses towards it

holds in any stage of China’s transitional process. As robustness tests of this theoretical

perspective, we analysed urban Chinese citizens’ job search behaviour after 2003, by

using the CGSS data in 2008, 2010, and 2012.

The 2008 CGSS shared an identical questionnaire design with the 2003 CGSS regard-

ing job search, so that job seekers’ characteristics before job acquirement could be

retrieved. Descriptive analysis shows that job seekers who successfully obtained

assigned jobs reduced drastically after 2003. The proportion of state-assigned job

holders (system adherents and networkers inclusive) in 2003 was less than 7% of all

successful job seekers between 2003 and 2008, and this proportion further reduced to

below 4% in 2008 (the table is not shown, but available upon request). This confirms

that by 2008, the employment system change from the state-controlled system to the
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market mechanism had by and large come to the end. This consequently makes the

categorization between adherents, networkers, and adventurers no longer suitable in

analysing job search behaviour after 2003. Despite this, the fact of individuals strategiz-

ing to optimize their job searches in the local employment environment does not

change. In continuity with strategies pervasively used in the job assignment era, we

found that successful job seekers between 2003 and 2008 could be distinguished first

by whether informal ties were used (contact users vs. contact non-users) in a job

search, and second by whether kin or non-kin contacts were used among contact users

(kin contacts vs. non-kin contacts).

Table 2 presents Multinomial Regression estimations about how the employment en-

vironment and individual resources co-shape the distribution of kin contact users, non-

kin contact users, and contact non-users. The main effects in the time dimension show

a decreasing tendency in the use of kin contacts since 2003, as compared to both the

use of non-kin contacts and not using contacts at all, though most of the correspond-

ing coefficients are not significant due to insufficient numbers of cases. However, the

main effects in the spatial dimension show significant differences between the interior

region and the other two regions. Other covariates being equal, namely, job seekers in

the interior region are more likely to mobilize kin contacts, while job seekers in the

metropolitan and coastal regions are more likely either not to use contacts or to use

non-kin contacts in their job searches. This finding is in line with the regional differ-

ence described in the qualitative analysis about contact use before 2003, as presented in

previous sections of the paper.

More importantly, other covariates being equal: in the education model, while educa-

tion by itself decreases one’s possibility of using contacts, it increases one’s possibility

of using contacts and particularly that of using kin contacts in the interior region (vs.

the metropolitan region). In the party membership model, neither the main effect of

party membership nor its interaction with the employment environment shows a sig-

nificant effect, indicating a non-significant role party membership plays in successful

job acquisition after the state-controlled job assignment system faded away. In the fam-

ily background model, the main effect of father’s education plays a significant role in re-

ducing one’s chance of using kin contacts (vs. not using contacts). However, its

interaction in the temporal dimension shows that this possibility increase significantly

in every following year after 2003 (the coefficient in 2008 is only marginally significant).

This finding about the increasing importance of family background in job acquisition

after 2003 confirms a trend in the reproduction of social classes, when the process of

social structure re-stratification is complete and chances for upward mobility decline in

present Chinese society (Feng 2014; Gu 2014). In the spatial dimension, father’s educa-

tion increases one’s chance of using non-kin contacts (vs. no contacts) in the interior

region relative to the metropolitan region.

Above all, individual job search strategies between 2003 and 2008 indicate the further

co-evolvement of state power and the market strength after the job assignment system

vanished. Family background (indicated by father’s education) plays an increasingly

important role in one’s upward mobility chances over time, which signals that the co-

evolvement of two structural forces has become relatively stable and a new social hier-

archy has come into being. Regional differences in job search behaviour have become

non-significant between the metropolitan and coastal regions, while still remained
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significant between the metropolitan and interior regions. Namely, from 2003 onwards,

a relatively mature market mechanism has dominated employment behaviour in the

metropolitan and coastal regions; meanwhile, state power has still remained its control

in the interior region, the majority part of China’s urban area.

We subsequently performed a follow-up analysis using the CGSS in 2010 and 2012.

Only respondents who searched jobs in the latest 3 months prior to the time of the

interview were asked to report their job search methods in those 2 years. As a result,

2.7% (315 cases) of the whole sample in 2010 and 1.9% (226 cases) of the whole sam-

ple in 2012 were eligible for our analysis. Reported job search methods in those 2 years

could only be differentiated between using and not using contacts. By using the sur-

vey year as a dummy variable, we pooled respondents who reported job searches in

those 2 years together. Due to the small number of eligible cases (485 in total), it is

unlikely that coefficients can be significant in regression estimations (the regression

table is not shown, but available upon request). Despite this, a few points are worth

being pointed out. Contact use appears to have a decreasing trend between 2010 and

2012. Contact use also seems more likely to occur in coastal and interior regions

(relative to the metropolitan region), and this tendency is statistically significant in

the party membership and family background models (indicated by father’s party

membership). The main effects of individuals’ resources show a general trend in de-

creasing the possibility of using contacts, but their interactions with the job search

year show a tendency in favour of contact use. In the spatial dimension, individual

education and party membership have a tendency to increase one’s chance of using

contacts in coastal and interior regions, while family background shows a pattern of

increasing this possibility in the metropolitan region. Although non-significant due to

the limitation of a small number of eligible cases, the above patterns based on individ-

ual job search strategies in 2010 and 2012 show continuity of the employment system

change that has discussed with focuses on the historic period up to 2003 and a more

recent period between 2003 and 2008.

Conclusions and discussion
Using the employment system change in urban China as an empirical case, in this

study, we showed direct evidence about how state power and the market strength co-

existed and co-developed in China’s transitional context, with a focus on the match be-

tween job seekers’ resources and the varying local employment environment.

Despite a theoretical awareness (Keister and Borelli 2012), empirically, the majority of

previous studies were based on a dichotomization between the state and market sec-

tors, which caused a long lasting debate between the state-centred and market-centred

arguments (one exception is seen as the discussion about market expansion and state

intervention by Liu et al. 2016a, b). Our study has mainly focused on the most compli-

cated stage in urban China’s transitional process, namely, from the end of the 1970s to

early 2000s. Our findings contribute to synthesizing the two traditionally competing ap-

proaches, by showing the flow of elite resources, such as education, party membership,

and family background, among the groups of job-assignment adherents, job-

assignment networkers, and market adventurers, over time and across regions. Along

with the decline of the job assignment system, the market has indeed grown stronger

over time, shown by the increasing proportion of adventurers, particularly with high
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levels of education. On the other hand, the decline of the job assignment system did

not necessarily mean a uniformly well-established market opportunity structure. By the

early 2000s, highly educated job seekers would likely choose market opportunities over

assigned jobs only in the metropolitan region. In both the coastal and interior regions,

the market opportunity structure could not compete against the job assignment system

in attracting talented employees. More importantly, assigned jobs remained attractive

to the most educated job seekers throughout the employment system change, strongly

indicating a strengthening, rather than weakening, tendency in state power.

Since the early 2000s, individual job search behaviour has changed significantly due

to the complete withdrawal of the state-controlled job assignment system. The use of

guanxi seemed to have become salient in urban China’s well-established market econ-

omy. This phenomenon echoes existing studies about the important role social capital

plays in the market economy under the context of strong state power (Chua 2011,

2014). Findings about the changing patterns of the employment system in the 2000s

show that family background becomes increasingly important in one’s successful job ac-

quisition over time, signalling a declining trend in social mobility as an equilibrium be-

tween state power and the market has been by and large achieved since 2003. The

market mechanism has well developed in both the metropolitan and coastal regions,

leading to reduced differences between these two regions. However, state power re-

mains dominant in the interior region, directly causing highly educated job seekers’ in-

creasing preference for finding work through contacts over relying on the market

channel alone in this region, the most part of urban China.

Above all, we consider this study a significant contribution to the existing stratifica-

tion literature, due to the theoretical perspective of focusing on match between indivi-

duals’ resources and the local employment environment, and the correspondingly

mixed use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods. While the body of this

study provides new evidence of the co-development of state power and the market in

the context of transitional urban China, the theoretical significance of this study is to

call upon scholarly attention to the great importance of understanding macro-level

transitional process through the job-person matching patterns. As shown in our robust-

ness tests by focusing on the urban Chinese’s job search behaviour after 2003, this ana-

lytical approach can be effective in any historic period and societal context. That being

said, we admit that our attempt to understand institutional change in the labour market

through job-person match is only preliminary. Future studies may apply more sophisti-

cated data (quantitative and qualitative inclusive) and advanced research methods, in

order to further reveal institutional changes in labour markets co-shaped by the con-

textual factors and individual responses.

Endnotes
1For the convenience of narration, successful job seekers refer to all observed individ-

uals who obtained jobs successfully, including those who were assigned into job posi-

tions within the state-controlled job assignment system.
2See ‘An Announcement about Proposed Solutions on Issues Related to the Tentative Im-

plementation of All Staff Labour Contract System from the Ministry of Labour,’ on September

12th, 1992. Retrieved July, 2013 (http://www.law-lib.com/law/law_view.asp?id=55194).
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3‘Quanmin Suoyouzhi Gongye Qiye Zhuanhuan Jingying Jizhi Tiaoli.’ Retrieved July

20, 2013 (http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64184/64186/66684/4494123.html).
4The regulation about tingxin liuzhi was first issued in the early 1980s. See ‘An

Announcement about SOE workers’ request for “Tingxin Liuzhi” from the Ministry of

Labour and the National Council of the Economy,’ issued on June 11, 1983. (Retrieved

December 9, 2014. https://wenku.baidu.com/view/fefa55ccda38376baf1fae9e.html).
5‘The Origin of the National Officials’ Entrance Exam.’ Exam Weekly, December 20, 2011.

Retrieved August 29, 2013 (http://www.kszk.com.cn/kszx/gwy/2011/12/20/69749.shtml).
6All names used in this study are pseudonyms.
7Ages in the interview data refer to respondents’ ages by the time of the interview.
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