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Social Security System-Building Requires Institutional Innovation 

Yuan Ren 
 (School of Social Development and Public Policy, Fudan University) 

SNoW Research Essay  

With an urbanization rate now exceeding 50%, the development of 
China's urbanization is entering its mid-late phase. In this phase, the 
gradual breakdown of the urban and rural dual structure, increasing 
population migration and the development of urbanization are leading 
to an ever more apparent pressure and impact being exerted by 
population mobility on social security system-building. A more inclusive 
social security system which covers both urban and rural areas must be 
built and fine-tuned. This step comprises an important institution-
building initiative in ensuring the integrated development of urban and 
rural areas. 
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The challenges posed by population mobility 

Currently, China's floating population already 

numbers 260 million. An analysis of data in the Sixth 
National Population Census shows that of this 
floating population approximately 100 million are a 
migrant population of agricultural workers leaving 
their home villages and towns to move to towns in 
other areas (rural-urban migrants), approximately 
130 million are a migrant population moving from 
small and medium-sized towns and cities to urban 
areas in other regions (urban-urban migrants), while 
the remaining 30 mil-lion are migrants from rural 
areas who float to rural areas in other regions. At 
the same time, the rural-urban floating migrant 
population in rural areas adjacent to urban areas 
totals close to 100 million, be they agricultural 
workers who have passively lost their land and 
moved to urban areas as part of the urbanization 
process, or local agricultural workers who have 
proactively left their land to move to an urban area 
in search of work and residence. 

It is also clear that population inter-regional 
migration trends are becoming further enhanced. 
The coastal areas of Eastern China continue to retain 
major population concentrations, while the rise and 
transfer of production to the country's Central and 
Western regions as well as the rapid development of 
urbanization in the Central regions, have also 
increased the regions' attractiveness to the migrant 
floating population. Of China's migrant floating 
population, the inter-provincial migrant floating 
population has reached 86 million. Major migrant 
destinations including Guangdong, Zhejiang, 
Shanghai, Beijing and Jiangsu; by contrast, Sichuan, 
Chongqing, Guangxi, Guizhou, Anhui, Jiangxi, Hunan, 
Hubei, Henan, Hebei and other provinces are all 
seeing a large-scale population exodus. 

The implementation of China's social security 
system is to large degree still based on household 
registration, and it is difficult for local social security 
systems to provide coverage for large-scale migrant 
floating population and agricultural workers. 
Especially because as floating migrants take into 
account the non-settled nature of their long-term 
lifestyles, they are unwilling to enroll in local social 
insurance schemes .Different areas remain 
separated from each other due to differing regional 
coordination, different social insurance schemes 
and different social insurance funding coordination 
systems. Furthermore, China's rural areas have 
implemented the new rural pension insurance and 
new rural cooperative medical care, whereas urban 
residents receive urban worker and urban 
residential social insurance. Some cities have even 
divided this into different types of urban insurance 
and small town insurance. 

For this reason, the segmentation of the social 
security system by household registration, region 
and rural and urban area is increasingly unsuited to 
ever greater population mobility, spatial movement 
and to the pace of development of Chinese 
urbanization. The lack of mobility in the social 
security system has brought about a fragmentation 
of social security and exacerbated in-equalities in 
social benefits, while also restricting the integration 
of urban and rural areas, as well as the regional 
integrated development of the labor market. 

Ensuring that the development of the social security 
system adapts to and supports mobility population, 
and ensuring the effective convergence transfer of 
type and regionally differentiated social security has 
become a prominent issue in the construction of a 
social security system for a floating migrant 
population and the continuing urbanization process. 

Yuan Ren is Professor in Demography and Urban Studies in Fudan University, 
China. He is deputy director of Institute of Population Research (IPR). He is Fellow 
of New Century Excellent Talents awarded by Chinese National Education 
Commission. Ren is the author of Temporary Migrants’s Living Patterns and Their 
Social Integration in Urban China (2012) [Shanghai: Sanlian Press], editor and 
contributor of The Era of Global City-Regions (2009) [Shanghai: Fudan University 
Press], author of Employment in Transition Society: Community-based Employment 
and Social Policies (2007) [Shanghai: Fudan University Press], and some other 
books and articles.  
Email:  yren@fudan.edu.cn 
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Separating the household registration and 
social security systems 

Boosting social security construction against a back-

ground of ever increasing population mobility on the 
one hand requires the promotion of relevant 
technical innovation. Implementing inter-regional 
social security convergence transfer requires the 
establishment of an individualized personal 
information system, inter-regional and 
differentiated insurance fund settlement 
arrangements and financial system support for the 
coordination and roll-out of inter-regional, 
differentiated insurance products, etc. More 
importantly, social security system construction 
against a background of population mobility 
requires the promotion of relevant institutional 
innovation – resolving the social security coverage 
of the floating migrant population entering the cities 
and implementing the convergence transfer of inter-
regional social security involves a complex 
coordination of interests and institution-building, in 
which the difficulties and challenges of institutional 
innovation are clearly greater that those relating to 
technical innovation. 

Establishing an appropriate social security system 
for the migrant population will require the 
elimination of the social security system's 
segmentation by household registration, by region 
and by rural-urban location. This will establish a 
more equal, integrated national social security 
system. 

Firstly, eliminating segmentation by household 
registration will increase social security scheme 
acceptance and coverage among the floating 
migrant population. 

It is necessary to gradually incorporate the majority 
of the floating migrant population into the urban 
social security system. The present situation of 
unequal pay and unequal insurance coverage for the 

same work is not merely a matter of unequal labor 
rights and interests, but also of inequalities in the 
distribution of income and welfare arrangements. 
The use of the household registration identity 
system as the basis for segmentation in the labor 
market has an impact on the free movement of the 
labor force. From an objective point of view, the 
development of social security targeting the floating 
migrant population has fallen behind mobility 
population and has become a factor obstructing the 
development of both the labor market and 
urbanization. 

Gradually enabling the floating population to gain 
more equal access to the social security system, 
wherever they may be, will help them to remain in 
urban areas for the longer term and in a more 
stable manner encourage the urbanization and 
social integration of the floating population. It will 
also help to complete the urbanization of the 
floating migrant population so that they can 
become a part of the emerging urban middle class, 
and thus creates the conditions for promoting the 
sustainable development of China's economy and 
the continued growth of the country's social 
structures. 

Furthermore, the association of pension and health-
care insurance for urban workers, and even pension 
and healthcare insurance for urban residents with 
household registration should also wherever 
possible be gradually separated and transition to an 
employment-based social security arrangement. 
Gradually separating the institution of household 
registration from the social security system will not 
only help in household registration reform, but will 
also help in the development of the social security 
system itself. Encouraging the floating population to 
enroll in urban social security systems will help the 
floating population to make longer-term 
arrangements for their old age and healthcare 
benefits, while in the shorter term, it will also be 
conducive to the internal balance of the social 
insurance fund. As the supply pres-sure for social 
security benefits are gradually separated from 
household registration-based identity, this will also 
provide a larger space to implement the gradual 
reform of the institution of household registration. 

SOCIAL SECURITY SYSTEMS 
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Central to local financial compensation for 
social security payments 

Secondly, eliminating regional segmentation will 

enable the investigation and promotion of the 
effective transfer and convergence of different 
regional social security schemes. 

A regionally segmented public finance system leads 
to the relative independence and mutual separation 
of the different regional social security fund 
accounts. Contribution rates, periods and payment 
levels of regional social security programs still differ, 
and this hampers the implementation of 
convergence and transfer of different inter-regional 
social security programs. At the same time, current 
inter-regional social security transfers by and large 
only transfer the individual accounts of the 
insurance recipient, while the insurance recipient's 
unified planning fund portion is hard to transfer. For 
the insurance recipient, this represents a loss of 
insurance interest, whereas it provides insufficient 
motivation to the region performing the insurance 
transfer to continue with the accumulation of social 
insurance. 

The inter-regional and inter-departmental 
convergence of social security requires an 
exploration of institutional innovation, and 
convergence of this kind requires inter-regional and 
inter-urban governmental and social security 
administration bodies to mutually agree on a 
convergence mechanism which provides for their 
respective interests and scope. 

A potential alternative transitional solution in the 
social insurance convergence and transfer process 
would be for high levels of government to provide 
financial compensation for social security 
connectivity at the lower levels of government.  

For example, when a population movement requires 
a social security account to be transferred from 
location A to location B, location A would receive 
compensation for insurance losses to the social 
security unified planning fund portion from the 
higher-level government social security fund. In this 
scheme, local governments would provide financial 
support for the convergence of urban-rural social 
security schemes, provincial-level social security 
would financially support social security connectivity 
and the national government would provide a policy 
support framework and financial compensation for 
provincial and inter-provincial social security 
connectivity. This would enable a gradual breakdown 
of the barriers blocking social security convergence 
between different regions. Also, regional differences 
in social security would boost sub-regional economic 
development in line with the continued increase in 
social activity and gradually improve balance, 
providing further support to the effective 
convergence of inter-regional social security. 
As part of these processes, in cities and inter-
provincial regions with relatively high concentrations 
of floating migrants such as the eastern coastal areas 
of the Yangtze River Delta and Guangdong, it could 
also be possible to spearhead investigations into 
regional social insurance fund convergence and 
transfer. Thus making use of different inter-regional 
insurance scheme convergence agreements to 
continue to implement infra-regional social insurance 
system convergence, as well as establish the 
conditions for the coordination and integration of 
social insurance on a wider scale. 
 

The overall linkage of social security and land 
transfers 

Thirdly, eliminating urban-rural segmentation in line 

with population mobility will continue to increase the 
levels of coordination of social security and the level 
of urban-rural integration. 

As part of the population migration process, a large 
proportion of the rural population have also lost 
their land and moved to urban areas, while some 
have abandoned the land and moved to urban areas 
without leaving their homes behind.  

. 
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The urban professional identity of this population 
group and the rural arrangements of the social 
security system have brought about a mismatch. 
In fact, this issue is not restricted to social security: 
as part of the process to promote urbanization, 
the urban and rural social management and 
public management systems all comprise issues 
which are relatively difficult to reconcile. For 
example, in areas which combine both rural and 
fringe areas, the urban, rural and foreign 
populations are all intermixed, and the rural and 
urban social security systems have become 
intertwined. This has created difficulties in urban 
and rural management, as well as localized social 
segmentation. 

For this reason, enabling the rural population to 
enter urban areas must include appropriate 
adjustments to and integration of the urban-rural 
management systems within the social security 
system. This can be done by continuously 
improving the level of regional coordination, 
gradually integrating rural social security, 
township social security and urban social security, 
providing more integrated social security 
arrangements and also by providing support for 
the rural population moving to urban areas and 
achieving the aims of urbanization. 

In terms of institutional innovation, it is necessary 
to complete and fine-tune the "protection in 
return for land" mechanism in the urbanization 
process and provide support at the institutional 
level for rural residents making the "exhilarating 
leap" from their rural areas to the cities. As part 
of the continuing process of concentrating the 
population in urban centers farmers, who have 
lost their land, should be fully compensated by 
the government for the loss of their land rights. 
Also, the associated social security schemes 
should be topped up, and they should proactively 
be provided with employment services and 
development training in order for farmers to 
enjoy a reasonable share in the increased value of 
their land. 

On this basis, attempts to explore promoting the 
application of land usage rights and exchange of 
social security connectivity over a wider arena  

should be encouraged. During this process the 
market transfer of intra-regional and inter-regional 
land usage right can be promoted to bring about 
more concentrated urban development. Also, 
implementing more effective land usage between 
regions and coordinating regional social security 
systems will help. 

Such an overall linkage of social security and land 
transfers within a regional scope will not only 
provide institutional support for the increased 
mobility of the market system, but will also provide 
incentives for increased regional cooperation 
between inward and outward population flow areas. 
For example, towns in inward flow areas could 
receive a "land index" from cities in outward flow 
areas and correspondingly mitigate the increased 
scarcity of construction land in the urban 
development process. Inward flow towns would 
also be expected to make an increased contribution 
to the regional social security system, while also 
playing a leader-ship role in promoting the 
coordination and settlement of regional social 
security. 

In summary, a fragmented social security system 
arrangement divided by household registration, 
region and urban and rural areas and ever-
increasing population mobility have established a 
pair of sharply contradictory forces, which not only 
hinders population mobility and the advance of 
urbanization, but also exacerbates social divisions 
and social inequality. Such contradictions highlight 
the fact that the future social security system-
building process will require the breakdown of 
barriers between different social security schemes 
and the establishment channels between different 
social security schemes. A more vital reform 
objective will be to establish an urban-rural 
integrated, regionally integrated and even 
nationally integrated social security scheme, in 
order to enable different social security programs 
to form an organically converging whole. This 
requires the establishment an overall social security 
system to be urgently promoted. This will enable 
China to more effectively adapt to eve-increasing 
population migrant flows and the development of 
urbanization. . 
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Marriage institution in transition? Love, sexuality and family relations 
among young adults in urban China 

 led by Post doc Lisa Eklund, Lund University 
  
In recent years, there has been an increasing focus of the longer-term consequences 
of son preference and sex ratio imbalance stemming from sex-selection in favour of 
boys. Most of these studies focus on the “marriage squeeze” and the “bare branches” 
syndrome, signifying a shift from viewing young girls as direct victims of son 
preference to viewing adult men and potentially whole societies as indirect victims of 
son preference. 
  
However, the discussions about the “marriage squeeze” are based on several 
assumptions, including that everyone wants to get married, that everyone identifies 
himself or herself as a man or a woman, and that everyone wants to marry someone 
of the opposite sex. The marriage squeeze debate also ignores the fact that women 
too sometimes end up not marrying – not because there are too few men in a 
numeric sense, but because there are gendered constructions about the ideal wife 
(looks, behaviour, age etc.) and the “ideal match”. The debate also omits the fact 
that the marriage institution in China is changing rapidly as evident by an increasing 
proportion of Chinese women and men who do not want to get married, and an 
increase in the divorce rate. 
  
At the same time speaking, the family is becoming increasingly important as a social 
and economic institution, providing welfare and support to family members in the 
absence of state-run welfare programmes and affordable private insurances. This is 
particularly true among the low income and medium-low income groups. This may 
fuel “familism”, meaning that the social and economic relations within the family are 
strong and mutually dependent, sometimes leading to “family interests” outweighing 
individual interests. Another factor that may strengthen familism is population 
ageing, where the age structure of the Chinese population is such that the 
proportion of young people in relation to old people is decreasing. Consequently, 
one-child families have a 4-2-1 structure, which may further intensify norms related 
to heteronormativity and marriage for young adults. 
  
The research project aims at exploring how heteronormativity, sexuality and family 
relations among young adults in China are being renegotiated in light of two broad 
trends: 1) Low fertility and a shortage of women of “marriageable” age, caused by 
daughter de-selection before and after birth, and 2) an intensification of the market 
economy, globalization and commercialization, which has implications for the family 
as a social and economic institution. 
  
The project will generate data through a mixed methods approach, combining 
qualitative and quantitative methods. For more details, please contact 
lisa.eklund@soc.lu.se at the Department of Sociology, Lund University Sweden. Lisa 
is also Director of Studies at Lund University Master of Science in International 
Development and Management (LUMID) http://www.lumid.lu.se/ 
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SNoW PhD Course Report 

The PhD Course on «Analyzing Welfare Institutions, Policies and Politics in China and the Nordic Countries» was 
held at the Nordic Centre, Fudan University, 17-21 October. It was followed by an open SNoW Workshop on 22 
October on “Welfare Research in China and the Nordic Countries: State of the Art”. 

The programs for these two events were thoroughly presented in a special issue of SNoW Newsletter, No. 3 2013. 
In the end 20 PhD candidates participated, the highest number from Chinese universities, and with participants 
also from Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, South Korea, India and Pakistan. Altogether 12 lecturers 
participated, of which seven from Chinese universities. 

All participating PhD candidates were asked to respond to open questions on a feedback form and to send in the 
form during the week after the course. Half of the participants have done that and their comments offer in 
general great satisfaction with the academic program and the organization, and also some suggestions for 
improvements.  

Here is a fair collection of the comments on satisfaction with the program and organization, and some 
suggestions for improvements: 

  
 

“great PhD course”; “very good and interesting course”; “beyond my expectations - 

terrific”; “the course was well organized”; “good social program”; “generous 
arrangement”; “organized meals”;  “efficient organization”; “well organized”; “very 

good organization”; “good information/documentation”; “beautiful campus”; 
“friendly classmates and teachers”; “please continue this program ”;  

On behalf of the Organization Committee for the course I can just comment that we shall consider all suggestions 
for improvements for a second SNoW PhD Course which we shall plan for Autumn 2015. As to hotel 
accommodation, we had originally planned a different hotel (and definitely good, and closer to the Nordic 
Centre!) for all participants, but that was fully booked (even half a year before the event), and in the end we had 
to accommodate participants in two different hotels this time, and the quality may have varied. 
Thanks for participation! 

SNoW PhD Course, 17-21 October 2013, Shanghai 

“reduce food – avoid wasting food!”; “meals were too great”; “no non-smoking rooms at 
JinJiang hotel – hotel not so good”; “accommodation could be closer to the course venue”; 
“enlightening lectures, broad discussions”; “the whole week was packed with interesting 
lectures”; “interesting paper discussions”; “too many parallel sessions – missed interesting 
presentations”; “some overlap of lectures”; “could encourage more active participation”; 
“more group work”; “more time for discussion”, “could have more specialized topics”; 
“more on policy discussions in China”; “could have a panel debate”; “include 

methodological lectures”; “more publicity for the course” 

Stein Kuhnle, Chair of the Organization Committee 
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On November 16, 2013, a roundtable on “Ageing 
and Social Care System” was held by the State-
Building Research Centre of Fudan University. This 
roundtable was the 21st academic roundtable 
organized by the Centre, for the purpose of 
learning from other foreign and domestic cities on 
how to build a better localized system in Shanghai. 
The roundtable was supported by the Committee 
of Chinese in Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan of 
CPPCC Shanghai Committee, Hong Kong Research 
Committee of CPPCC Shanghai Committee, 
Shanghai Elderly Research Association, Fudan 
Liaison Office and Institute for Shanghai and Hong 
Kong Research of Fudan University. Executive 
Director of the State-Building Research Centre, 
Professor REN Yuan from the Institute of 
Population Research hosted the meeting. Member 
of CPPCC Shanghai committee, General Manager 
and Board member of Hong Kong Far-East 
Technology Company, Mr. Duncan Chiu also joined 
in the discussion. 

Roundtable on "Ageing and Social Care System" held in Fudan University 

Written by Zhou Yan, Translated by Regina Kanyu Wang 

Mr SUN Pengbiao, Secretary-General of Shanghai 
Elderly Research Association, gave three suggestions 
on ageing and the social care system: to clarify the 
government’s duty; to improve the administrative 
and financial system; to strengthen the basic pension 
system for elderly in Shanghai and to explore a way 
to combine elderly care system with medical care 
system. 

Mr YANG Yiming, Deputy Secretary-General of 
Shanghai Elderly Research Association, Chairman of 
Pu Dong New District Elderly Caring Service 
Association, emphasized the importance of building 
professional teams and combining a medical and 
elderly care system within the community, based on 
his knowledge of the situation in Pu Dong. He also 
mentioned the importance of improving the 
community administration of elderly caring at home 
and clarifying the function of daytime caring centres. 

Mr ZUO Xuejin, the Chairman of Institute of 
Economics of Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, 
pointed out that both the government and market 
should play a part in elderly caring service. He 
thought that social enterprises providing elderly 
caring service should be strongly supported. He 
directed attention towards the close relationship 
between community and family when designing the 
layout of ageing and social caring facilities. Mr Zuo 
also emphasized the training of nurses as well as the 
supervision of elderly caring service administration. 

Professor ZHAGN Xiaoyi from Shanghai Jiaotong 
University thought the future ageing and social care 
system of Shanghai should be built on the fact that 
parents of one-child families had already stepped 
into the process of ageing, and Shanghai, as a 
metropolitan area, should seek sustainable 
development with the limitation of resources. 
Shanghai needed to build a trinity service system in 
the future, combining family caring, community 
caring and organization caring for the aged, focusing 
on community caring. The 9073 portion should be 
adjusted and a collaborative system of the 
government, market and society should be 
implemented. 

Mr ZHOU Haiwang, vice-president of Institute for 
Urban Studies and Demography of Shanghai 
Academy of Social Sciences, pointed out the 
problems and difficulties in building urban elderly 
caring organizations. He also made four suggestions 
about future reform of the ageing and social care 
system: to have an overall plan for both space and 
land use when building organizations for elderly 
care; to perfect the rules, planning and 
administration of the care of the elderly system and 
prepare for the upcoming peak of ageing 
population in Shanghai; to stabilize and support the 
human resource management of elderly caring 
organizations; to invest more on community elderly 
caring service and build a community service 
information network. 
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Professor PENG Weixia from the School of Public Health, Fudan University shared her points of view from the 
precaution perspective. She thought that the elderly should care about their own health and their needs for 
social care as well as their mental health should be paid attention to. She also thought that a healthy social, 
material and ageing care environment should be built. 

Professor GUAN Xinping from Fudan University thought that ageing and social care services should consist of 
multiple services provided by multiple entities and diverse systems. The target should be clear and a specific 
plan was needed to build the ageing and social care system. 

Last but not least, Mr Duncan Chiu, member of CPPCC Shanghai Committee, admitted that Hong Kong and 
Shanghai shared similar problems on building ageing and social care system. He wished to outline useful 
suggestions on the development of Shanghai’s elderly caring services by mutual learning and comparative 
research. 

Professor REN Yuan drew three conclusions from the discussion: the development of elderly caring service 
needed combined efforts of the government, the society and the market; the collaborative service system of 
individual, family, community and organization should be built under the framework of 9073; the key to build 
urban ageing and social care system was to be people-oriented, to provide diverse services based on specific 
needs of the elderly from different groups who live different lifestyles. 

REQUEST FOR SNoW NOTES 
 
The editors invite recipients of the SNoW 
Newsletter to send information of interest for 
the network to be published in the Newsletter.  
 
That could be notes on research projects, new 
books or articles of relevance; conference-, 
seminar-, workshop- or course 
announcements; research essays; reports on 
completed research, etc. 
 
We aim at publishing four newsletters per 
year. The next issue will be published in March 
2014.  
 
Please send notes to the editors: Stein Kuhnle: 
stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no and Yuan Ren: 
yren@fudan.edu.cn 

CALLING FOR ESSAYS FOR SBRC-SNoW RESEARCH 
ESSAY COLUMN 

 
In order to strengthen mutual understanding, and to 
push comparative studies and dialogue on welfare 
institutions and social policies globally, especially 
between European countries and China, Fudan 
University State-Building Research Center (SBRC) and 
the Sino-Nordic Welfare Research Network (SNoW) 
initiated a research essay column based on the SNoW 
newsletter.  We welcome research essays of various 
types, including articles, book and paper reviews, 
narratives of successful experiences, rhetoric and 
theoretical discussions on policies, introduction of 
your recent research work and findings, and so on. 
The essay may have 1500- 4000 words, and please 
also attach a photo and a short bio less then 100 
words when you submit an essay. The submitted 
essay could be either in English or in Chinese, the 
newsletter editors will arrange translation for the 
essay from Chinese to English. Please feel free to 
cross-paste the calling for essays to your 
colleauges/friends. We encourage your contribution 
to the research essay column. 
 
Please send your text to the editors: Yuan Ren: 
yren@fudan.edu.cn and Stein Kuhnle: 
stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no 

mailto:regina@nordiccentre.org
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:yren@fudan.edu.cn
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no
mailto:stein.kuhnle@isp.uib.no

