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Report on SNoW book launch

Reshaping Welfare Institutions in China and the Nordic Countries
SNoW Book Launch and Seminar on June 6

The Chinese-language book edited by Pauli Kettunen, Stein Kuhnle and Yuan Ren on “Reshaping Welfare Institutions in China
and the Nordic Countries” was launched with a seminar at the Nordic Centre, Fudan University, on 6 June 2014. An English
version of the book, published and presented simultaneously, has been published by NordWel at the University of Helsinki.
The Chinese version includes some more chapters than the English version. Both are based on two SNoW-seminars, the first in
Shanghai in October 2011, the second in Helsinki in June 2012.
The books are contributions to the topical debate of mutual policy learning and proper political responses to major socioeconomic challenges for social policy developments in the mature Nordic welfare states and the emerging Chinese welfare
state or ‘harmonious society’.
Programme manager of the Nordic Centre, Natalie Wheeler, made a brief welcome speech to the book launch, and the three
editors presented the SNoW-network and the contents of the books, which consist of three major parts covering chapters
relating to norms and institutions; labour markets, migration and social rights; and ageing populations as a challenge to social
security systems. Professor Ka Lin, Zhejiang University, commented on the books. Mr. Wang Deyao, Director and Chairman of
the Board of Fudan University Press, gave a brief talk welcoming and promoting the books. Professor Chen Youhua, Nanjing
University, gave a keynote speech on “China’s population changes and social policy reform”, and Professor Sven E.O. Hort,
Seoul National University, gave a keynote speech on “Beyond the East Asian Model? The welfare state in a global civilizing
process”, followed by general comments and questions from the audience. The book in Chinese has been presented on the
website of the Chinese Social Science News of the Chinese Academy of the Social Sciences:
http://www.cssn.cn/gd/gd_rwhd/gd_zxjl_1650/201406/t20140608_1200971.shtml
The book launch arrangement, which finished with a lunch for all participants, was financially supported by the Norwegian
Consulate General.
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Stein Kuhnle, University of Bergen, Director of SNoW:
Introduction of SNoW

Pauli Kettunen, University of Helsinki:
Introduction of the SNoW book

Professor Ren Yuan, Fudan University:
Introduction of the SNoW book

Mr Wang Deyao, Chairman of the Board of Fudan Press:
The process and significance of publishing the SNoW book

Professor, Vice Dean Chen Youhua, Nanjing University:
“China’s Population Changes and Social Policy Reform”

Professor Sven E.O. Hort, Seoul National University:
“Beyond the East Asian Model? The Welfare State in a Global
Civilizing Process”
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Contents of the Books (both in English and Chinese)
With two exceptions, the Chinese edition contains all the chapters included in the English edition, but with four more chapters
only published in Chinese:
Contents of the book (English version):

Contents of the book (Chinese version):

Chapter 1: “Introduction: The development and diffusion of
welfare systems and policies in the Nordic countres and China”,
by Pauli Kettunen, Stein Kuhnle and Yuan Ren

1 北欧国家福利体制和福利政策的发展、扩散与中国
发展 斯坦恩•库恩勒保利•基杜伦 任远

Part I: NORMS AND INSTITUTIONS

第一部分 社会规范和制度

Chapter 2: “The unbearable heaviness of welfare and the limts of
social policy in China: A historical institutionalism perspective”, by
Yuegen Xiong

2 福利的不能承受之重和中国社会政策的限制：历史
制度主义的观察 熊跃根

Chapter 3: “Basic elements of China’s welfare system”, by Yi Pan

3 中国社会福利体系的基本要素 潘屹

Chapter 4: “Historical development and new characteristics of
China’s social welfare: A comparative study with South Korea
under the framework of the East Asian welfare regime”, by
Keqiang Han and Byung-Cheol Kim

[Only in English version] 中国社会福利的历史发展
与新特征：在东亚福利国家框架下与韩国的比较研究，
Keqiang Han and Byung-Cheol Kim

Chapter 5: “Conflicts and compromises in the Nordic countries of
social regulation”, by Pauli Kettunen

4 北欧国家社会规则模式的冲突和妥协 保利•基杜伦

Chapter 6: “The principle of universalism challenged: Towards an
ideational shift in the Norwegian welfare state?”, by Nanna Kildal
and Stein Kuhnle

5 普惠原则面临挑战：挪威的福利国家体制正在发生
观念的改变？ 南纳•基达尔斯坦恩•库恩勒

Chapter 7: “Family duities in the history of poor relief and social
legislation in Finland”, by Pirjo Markkola

6 芬兰历史上贫民救济的家庭责任和社会立法 皮尔约
•马尔科拉

Part II: LABOUR MARKETS, MIGRATION AND SOCIAL RIGHTS

第二部分 劳动力市场、移民和社会权利

Chapter 8: “Work migration and labour market regulations in the
Nordic countries”, by Åsmund Arup Seip

7 北欧国家的工作迁移和劳动力市场规定 艾斯蒙德•
阿鲁普•赛普

Chapter 9: “Family migration, gender equality and the Nordic
welfare state: Opposing policy processes”, by Saara Pellander

8 家庭迁移、性别平等和北欧福利国家——政策过程
的对立性 萨拉•裴兰德

Chapter 10: “Housing policy and the ‘new citizen’ in the Chinese
city: On the social protection of migrant workers regarding their
residential rights”, by Ka Lin, Longfei Yi, and Shuang Wu

9 住房政策与中国城市的“新市民”——关于农民工
住房保障权利的探讨 林卡 易龙飞 吴霜

Chapter 11: “Income inequality between China and India: A
perspective on structural comparisons”, by Heng Quan

[Only in English version] 结构比较视角下的中印收
入不均问题，Heng Quan

[Only in Chinese version] “Study on China’s migrant worker
shortage, from the perspective of migrant worker’s missing social
rights protection”, by Zhikai Wang

10 从农民工社会保障权益缺失看中国的“民工荒”现
象 王志凯

[Only in Chinese version] “Social rights protection and welfare
policy of contemporary China’s migrant population”, by Xinping
Guan

11 当前中国流动人口的社会权利保障及相关福利政策
关信平

Part III: AGEING POPULATIONS AS A CHALLENGE TO SOCIAL
SECURITY SYSTEMS

第三部分 老龄化和社会保障体系

Chapter 12: “ Meeting the demographic challenges. Ageing and
pension systems in the Nordic countries, in a European
perspective”, by Jørgen Goul Andersen and Aksel Hatland

12 应对人口变动的挑战：从欧洲视角观察北欧国家的
老龄化和养老金体系 约尔根•格尔•安德森 埃克塞尔•
哈特兰德

Chapter 13: “status, challenges and innovative solutions for
elderly care in China and the Nordic countries”, by Hua Fu and
Rolf Rønning

13 中国和北欧国家老年服务的现状、挑战和创新性的
应对策略 傅华 罗尔夫•朗宁

[Only in Chinese version] “China’s elderly insurance system
reformation in urbanization”, by Jin Feng

14 城市化进程中的中国养老保险制度改革 封进

[Only in Chinese version] “Developing welfare and China’s elderly
care system”, by Zhan Hu and Xizhe Peng

15 发展型福利与中国养老制度安排 胡湛 彭希哲
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Introductory Chapter of SNoW Book
This is the introductory chapter for the English-language edition of the book Reshaping Welfare Institutions in China and
the Nordic Countries, edited by Pauli Kettunen, Stein Kuhnle and Yuan Ren, and published by NordWel, University of
Helsinki. The chapter is also part of the Chinese edition, published by Fudan University Press, but in Chinese language only.

Introduction: The development and diffusion of welfare systems
and policies in the Nordic countries and China
Pauli Kettunen, Stein Kuhnle and Yuan Ren

In the world of extended and intensified transnational
interdependencies, international comparisons between
different societal models are not only a fashionable
scholarly approach but also an integral part of political,
economic and cultural action. The so-called Nordic model
is a hallmark and concept that has attracted international
attention. At the same time, the ever more significant
role of China in the globalised economy has increased
international interest in the preconditions of China’s
economic
growth
and
associated
structural
transformations. The social aspects and impacts of these
transformations have for their part, in China as well as
internationally, inspired discussion on various models and
paths of welfare policies. Concepts such as ‘the East Asian
welfare model’ and ‘the Confucian welfare model’ have
been introduced by some researchers to emphasise that
historically embedded, fundamental cultural norms and
values give rise to different kinds of public policies and
welfare and social security institutions. Indeed, in current
debates, ‘models’ may refer to persistent path
dependencies or to transferable knowledge about best
practices to be utilised in policy learning.

In this book, Nordic and Chinese researchers on welfare
policies discuss normative and institutional characteristics
of Nordic and Chinese societies. They go further,
examining two major areas of current welfare policies
both in China and the Nordic countries, namely the
problems and solutions associated with migration and
labour market mobility, and the ageing society. In order
to initiate these analyses, this introductory chapter will
briefly highlight three topics framing the Sino-Nordic
scholarly cooperation in welfare policy research:
(1) historical changes in the welfare state in the Nordic
countries and future challenges and prospects for Nordic
welfare states (Pauli Kettunen); (2) a Chinese perspective
on implications of the Nordic experience and institutional
characteristics for China’s welfare reform (Yuan Ren); and
(3) a Nordic perspective on features and changes in
China’s welfare system and possible future direction of
development (Stein Kuhnle).
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1. History and future challenges of the Nordic
model
In international comparisons, the five Nordic countries,
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden,
constantly appear among those offering the highest levels
of social security and public health, care and education
services. Nordic citizens are among those who are least at
risk of poverty and have the highest life expectancy in
Europe, and comparative studies indicate their high levels
of human and social capital and happiness. The Nordic
model is praised for combining economic competitiveness
and growth with social and gender equality, solidarity,
individual freedom and stable democracy.

Simultaneously with the increasing international interest
in the Nordic model over the last decades, it has been
widely recognised that the Nordic welfare state is being
challenged by major transformations, including
globalisation, European integration, immigration, the
ageing society and increased individualisation. The
accounts of the role of the Nordic welfare state during
these transformations are controversial. Some
commentators have argued, either regretfully or
hopefully, that the Nordic model, alongside other models
of the national welfare state, are likely to disappear in the
face of the imperatives of global competition. On the
other hand, the Nordic pattern of social regulation is seen
as a sustainable model to enable a consensual response
to the new challenges by means of human and social
capital. It is also valued as a set of ethical principles and
social innovations to be applied not only on the national
level, but also in European integration and global
governance.

When discussing the global preconditions and impacts of
the Nordic model, one should take into account that the
Nordic countries are rather small, currently having a
combined population of about 25 million inhabitants in
the northernmost part of Europe. Furthermore, there are
differences between the five countries and similarities
with non-Nordic countries, in particular with other small
Western European countries. The ‘Nordic model’ is a
model of a national society, and there is “one model with
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five exceptions” (Christiansen & Åmark 2006, 335).
However, this in no way precludes the importance of a
Nordic transnational regional context, in which national
identities and institutions have been shaped, and of an
inherent Nordic element within the national identities
and institutions of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and
Sweden.

In general, inter- and transnational processes were
constitutive of the formation of the national welfare
states (Kettunen & Petersen 2011). In the 19th century,
the intertwined ideas of historical progress and
transnational
interdependence
became
crucial
ingredients for the notion of modernising nation-state
society in the Nordic countries. The elite groups that were
active in nation-building processes consciously adopted
the distinction between what came to be referred to as
centre and periphery. According to this view, the
educated elite of a peripheral country, and later the
popular movements, especially labour movements, could
and should define their political tasks on the basis of
knowledge about more developed – or more ‘civilised’ –
countries. Problems should be anticipated and solutions
should be planned by acquiring information on the
experiences, solutions and mistakes in what was
conceived to be the centre of industrial modernisation.

The Nordic countries developed into small relatively open
economies that were – each country in its specific way –
highly dependent on exports and exposed to the cycles
and crises of the world economy. This international
dependence provided preconditions for the articulation of
strong notions of national economy and national society
and for the legitimacy of the active role of the nationstate in the processes of modernisation. As the German
development researcher Dieter Senghaas (1985, 71–94)
argues, “there is no automatic connection between
growth and the lack or elimination of absolute poverty”.
What was required was the development of a
combination of world market integration and internally
consolidated national economy. The ‘Scandinavian
development path’ is his main example. A constitutive
factor was a formation of national political, economic and
cultural identity as well as “considerable political control
over domestic and external economic processes, in order
to prevent export growth from making society more
oligarchic and producing a sort of rentier capitalism”.

During the last couple of decades, many researchers have
discussed the origin of the Nordic welfare state. They
have tried to find it in the 19th century processes of
modernisation or the structures of pre-industrial rural
communities, in socialism or nationalism, in the rise of
Social Democracy in the 1930s or the Reformation and
6

the creation of the Lutheran state church in the 16th and
17th centuries. Instead of making a choice between these
different proposals, it is reasonable to re-interpret the
divergent ‘origins’ as temporal layers in the Nordic
welfare state. Mediated through mentalities, traditions,
values, epistemic practices and social movements, these
layers are present in the formal and informal rules and
norms of the Nordic model (Kildal & Kuhnle 2005), and in
the tensions and contradictions associated with these
rules and norms.

Historical accounts of the Nordic welfare state tend to
exaggerate the ethnic and cultural homogeneity of these
countries. However, one can say that particular historical
preconditions existed in the Nordic countries for utilising
an ideal of cultural homogeneity in the construction of
the nation-state and the welfare-state. One should not
bypass the role of religion here. The Reformation, carried
out in the spirit of Lutheran Protestantism in the 16th and
17th centuries, was a process of making the centralised
state. The state was inseparably intertwined with the
Lutheran church and its lessons combining conformity
and an individual relationship to God. Homogeneity and
conformity have by no means implied an absence of class
conflict and class consciousness. Rather, the development
of the nation as an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson
1983) offered moral criteria by means of which the
socially subordinated groups could interpret their
experiences of suppression and injustice and elaborate
their individual and local experiences into political class
consciousness and strong labour movements.

The class compromises of the 1930s, reflecting political
conclusions from the Great Depression and the
international threat of fascism, were important for the
formation of the Nordic welfare model. They included the
political coalitions of ‘workers and farmers’, i.e. the Social
Democrat and Agrarian Parties, and the consolidation of
the practice of collective agreements in the industrial
labour markets. A virtuous circle was supposed to connect
the interests of worker-consumers and farmer-producers
on the one hand, and of workers and employers on the
other. However, this was not just an idea of a positivesum game between different organised interests. The
trust in a virtuous circle between increased social equality,
economic growth and widening democracy came to
widely colour the future horizon in the post-Second
World War decades, the Social Democratic labour
movement being the main carrier of this mode of thought
and action. In the 1970s, national institutions, policies and
future prospects indicated what are referred to in current
debates as traditional characteristics of the Nordic model:
the public sector is large and expensive; welfare benefits
and services are financed primarily by taxes; the principle
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of universalism extends; the welfare state empowers
women in the family, labour market and society; and the
comprehensive organisation of an autonomous labour
market works in a smooth relationship with the state.

Since the 1980s, crucial aspects of the notion of national
society that were associated with the vision of the
expanding welfare state and parity based negotiations
and agreements in labour market have been severely
challenged in the Nordic countries, as elsewhere. The
transformations labelled as globalisation have meant
increasing economic and social asymmetries concerning
the role of spatial ties. The increased mobility and the
increased asymmetries between different actors in terms
of their mobility have reinforced the role of economic
competitiveness in the defining of national political
agendas.

In the Nordic countries, changes have taken place within
a considerable institutional continuity. According to a far
from unsuccessful argument, the high levels of social
security, comprehensive public social and educational
services and agreement-based industrial relations are not
only compatible with the objective of economic
competitiveness but also provide crucial competitive
advantages. In the shaping of the European Union’s social
policies, it has been easy for those coming from the
Nordic countries to develop and support the principle of
“social protection as a productive factor” that was
adopted into the EU strategy in 2000. The principle
implies an economisation of social policy in two different
senses: as an argument for the recognition of the
economic importance of social policy and also as an
argument for reforming social policy in a way that could
meet the demand of being a productive factor and
providing ‘social investments’. We can recognise an
incremental discursive and institutional change, in which
welfare-state institutions are modified to serve
competition-state functions.

At the same time, the welfare state is very popular in the
Nordic countries. No political party can expect to gain
electoral success by declaring its opposition to the
welfare state. The arguments for a radical deregulation
that emerged in the 1980s have been pushed to the
margin and everyone seems to be in favour of the welfare
state. Rescuing the welfare state is one of the most widely
shared arguments in the politics associated with the
financial crisis that began in 2008 or with the long-term
concerns about demographic structures and the so-called
sustainability gap. Those concerned about economic
competitiveness or advocating austerity politics motivate
these concerns with the necessity of creating or rescuing
resources for the welfare state. The welfare state is used
7

as an argument for restrictive immigration policies as well
as for the promotion of labour immigration. Those
defending the welfare state against the pressures of
globalised capitalism argue that the welfare state,
through its security networks and risk sharing systems,
actually generates competitive advantages. Rescuing the
welfare state seems to be a goal that sanctifies many
different means, and a means that sanctifies many
different goals, yet it is not clear how well the Nordic
welfare state is withstanding the operations by which it is
rescued.

2. A Chinese perspective on implications of the
Nordic welfare model for China’s social
transition
In the context of the market economy, under the
influence of labour unions’ collective bargaining, through
strengthening and enhancing legislation, Nordic countries
have established a relatively developed and
comprehensive social welfare system and social policy
framework, which has now become an important pillar
for their nations’ development. The positive role of their
social welfare system is to promote movement from the
early capitalist economic model, which is typically
characterised by free competition and survival of the
fittest, and to emphasise the role of the state in providing
social security and in improving the welfare of workers
and citizens. The Nordic welfare state model originated in
the late 19th century and has experienced rapid
development during the post-war period. Most Nordic
countries have already built social welfare systems and
worked out the relevant public policies, covering
education, public health, medical care, employment,
elderly care, protection for the disabled, family, housing,
etc. Such an integral social welfare system has become an
important feature of the Nordic countries and provided
them with great advantages. It has made great
contributions to alleviating poverty and fostering social
equality and justice. And this also plays an important role
in promoting economic innovation and sustainable
development.

At present, China is experiencing rapid economic growth
as well as social transition. This transition is a move from
the danwei-based welfare system under the planned
economy towards a more market-orientated social
welfare system; from a dualistic and segregated ruralurban system and unequal social welfare system towards
a flexible and integrated rural-urban welfare system; from
economy-driven development and reform towards an
economy society coordinated and more holistic
development.
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During the process of transformation, China’s social
security and welfare system has lagged behind its
economic growth. At the same time, terms of both rural
and urban areas and different social groups, a series of
problems have appeared, including the widening income
gap, the poverty problem in the cities, aggravated social
stratification, the housing problem, discrimination against
migrants regarding social rights and basic public services,
weak protection for special vulnerable groups, etc. The
increasingly serious social issues and social stratification
have highlighted the shortcomings in our social security
and welfare system and are making an urgent call for the
system to be enhanced. Taking China’s realistic conditions,
the characteristics of the state system and its socialist
features into consideration, Nordic countries’ social
welfare system, compared to that of the United States,
which is relatively more market-orientated, can provide
transitional China with more knowledge and lessons.

The comprehensiveness of the Nordic welfare system
does not only lie in its wide coverage, from cradle to
grave and including various social affairs, such as
employment, living and personal development. It also lies
in its elaborate design. For example, for elderly care, it
even specifies the situations where the third generation
should take responsibility for looking after their
grandparents; for child care, it even stipulates the age
under which the family has the responsibility to look after
children and secure their life and development; in migrant
welfare, it also has clear rules which provide the standard
that international migrants should satisfy in order to
enjoy the same social welfare and public service as
citizens. Furthermore, the comprehensiveness can also be
seen in a series of social welfare legislation to guarantee
the welfare of the elderly and the disabled, poverty relief,
etc. Through legal and institutional construction and
improvement, the social welfare system has become an
important part of the national economic and social
system.

Transitional China will definitely face a challenge to speed
up the construction and improvement of its social welfare
system and a challenge to extend social security and
support to satisfy the various demands of urban and rural
residents. The insufficiency of the welfare and support for
social affairs including maternity, childcare, pensions,
employment and so on, in turn, increases the pressure on
family life, increases the risk to the citizens in a
transitional society and decreases their well-being.
Meanwhile, the relevant legislation and institutional
construction are still unsatisfactory. Legislation and
administration on some social affairs are still stagnating in
words but not appearing in the form of actions. For
instance, some laws appeal for protection of the
8

legitimate right of the elderly and encourage children to
go home often, but without any concrete provision for
action. Moreover, the legitimate rights for different social
groups must be defined more clearly, and specific
guidelines for their implementation also need further
refinement.

The typical feature of the Nordic model is the universality
of its social welfare system. By providing social welfare to
all members of society, the nations demonstrate their
responsibility in building up the welfare system and also
promoting social equality. However, some scholars claim
that the Nordic welfare system is still not universal, or
even conditional. For instance, there are differences in
approving employment visas for international migrants
and in providing housing benefits. However, the
universality essentially lies in the universal access to
various kinds of basic social security, in an attempt to
minimise a situation where minorities fall into hardship
because of inadequate security and being excluded from
the welfare system; and in an effort to promote social
integration and social equality as much as possible
through the welfare system. Therefore, the universality of
the Nordic welfare system, to a large extent, is that of
basic livelihood security and that which values more
highly social support for disadvantaged social groups. To
provide basic and universal social service and target
groups with special difficulties is also an important
purpose for constructing the social security system.

In the transition period, the characteristic and weakness
of China’s welfare system lies in its inequality. Such
inequality is even presented in the hierarchical
distribution of welfare. The dual social security system for
government administrative organs and enterprises, the
lower social security coverage among migrant workers,
the lower level of new agricultural insurance and NCMS
(New Cooperative Medical System): all these indicate that
social groups in the upper classes enjoy a higher level of
social security and welfare while disadvantaged groups
have a lower level of security or even cannot enjoy any
security. Such a hierarchical distribution of welfare will
not only damage the underlying social values of
universality and equality, but also break the social security
principle - to provide support for those who are most in
need of risk aversion and social protection.

Therefore, transitional China should first strengthen the
spirit of equality and the universality in building up its
social security and welfare system. Through establishing a
universal social welfare system, China can support and
enhance labour market mobility and social mobility in its
structural transformation
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Considering the fact that the percentage of social welfare
expenditure to GDP is often high in Nordic countries, it
seems that comprehensiveness and universality have
increased the burden on the government’s budget.
However, the European debt crisis since 2008 has not
seriously affected the Nordic countries with higher level
of social welfare but rather Greece, a southern European
country with deeper marketisation but a lower level of
social welfare.

To rediscover the competitive advantages of the Nordic
welfare model, firstly, the high–level welfare system can
help to promote economic innovation. The Nordic
countries are relatively more successful in innovation and
have made remarkable achievements in information,
design, environmental protection, new energy and
creative industries, etc. To some extent, such success can
be attributed to their relatively developed universal and
lifelong education system. The huge investment in
education, culture, art and public affairs of Nordic
countries has exerted a positive effect on their economic
innovation.

Secondly, the welfare state system can also help to
reduce unemployment and cope with economic crisis. For
instance, in the face of crisis, the Nordic countries, with
their powerful labour unions and employment benefit
system, have not experienced a serious increase in
unemployment and aggravation of poverty problems. By
retraining
workers
and
promoting
industrial
transformation, these countries have taken the lead in
crisis recovery.

Thirdly, the welfare state system itself is built upon the
basis of the well-developed market economy and labour
market. The reform of the welfare system in these Nordic
countries also places emphasis on the close relationship
between employment and welfare, on the demand for
high-quality workers, and on the close relationship
between welfare provision and labour market
participation. In addition, reforms also aim at fostering a
more active role of the labour market. Therefore, the
development of the social welfare system and economic
growth objectively establish a well-coordinated, wellreinforcing relationship. Those who have much concern
about the weaknesses of the Nordic model and its
excessive provision either hold the opinion that social
welfare is unproductive expenditure and will increase the
pressure on the government budget, thus depressing the
driving force of economic growth, or think that it will
weaken the competitiveness of the labour market. With a
higher level of welfare, workers may have weaker
motivation to work and reduce their labour supply, thus
causing the problem of ‘supporting the lazy’. Based on the
9

experience of the Nordic countries, we come to the
conclusion that the two consequences of this concern will
not transpire. On the contrary, building up the social
security and welfare system itself is competitive and
neglecting its construction and improvement will
probably hinder the sustainable and coordinated
development of economy and society.

In this social transformation period, China has to face an
increasingly serious and urgent demand for social welfare
and social security construction. We should note not only
that the provision of social welfare has lagged behind the
economic development but that the institutional
construction of our social welfare system is also relatively
inadequate. Fortunately, the Nordic countries have
provided us with long-term and detailed experience in
regard to institutional construction. Therefore, to reform
and improve China’s social security and welfare system,
we should learn from the comprehensiveness,
universality and competitiveness of the Nordic welfare
model; from its countermeasures to cope with specific
problems, such as housing, employment, education, etc.;
and from the way in which the Nordic countries have
considered changes in their welfare system and policy
design.

3. A Nordic perspective on changes in China’s
welfare system and its possible future direction
China has over the last three decades emerged as one of
the leading economic powers and crucial political players
in the world. It has quickly advanced to become the
second largest economy after the USA, and will in all
likelihood soon have regained its position as the world’s
leading economic power, a position which China has held
during 18 of the last 20 centuries. China’s social, political
and economic development is of more crucial importance
than ever before for the rest of the world, in which
interdependence between nations has grown markedly in
recent decades. Not least, the latest global financial crisis
since 2007 has demonstrated China’s crucial role for the
world economy. But although consistently record-high
rates of economic growth since 1980 have lifted many
hundred millions of people out of poverty, Gross
Domestic Product per capita is low, giving China a rank
position between 80 and 90 among the world’s nations.
The gap between rich and poor people, between rich and
poor regions, between the urban and rural population,
has widened dramatically, and the lack of adequate social
protection for large population groups, not least for the
around 260 million migrants to cities and urban areas,
represent major problems and challenges for the Chinese
government and society.
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What has happened to social policy development in
China since the People’s Republic was established in 1949?
What are the current trends, and towards what kind of
‘welfare state’ – or towards what kind and scope of state
responsibility for welfare - is China moving? Is the idea
and phenomenon of a ‘welfare state’ globalising? Do the
globalisation of social policy discourses and the possible
‘globalisation of the welfare state’ make the Nordic
welfare state experience more visible and relevant for
China? These are some of the questions to be dealt with
and discussed in the following. Given China’s increased
and increasing role in world politics, it matters for the rest
of the world what kind of state welfare responsibility
China develops.

Chinese social policy has undergone tremendous changes
since the establishment of the PRC, from a highly
centralised communist ‘iron-rice-bowl’ regime into a
socialist market economy. Briefly and schematically we
can say that the PRC has gone through three phases of
social policy development.

The first phase of social policy development after the
foundation of the PRC can be labelled the ‘Maoist period’,
lasting until the beginning of the opening up and reforms
initiated by Deng Xiaoping in 1979. Welfare in urban areas
was guaranteed through the danwei (working unit)
system in State Owned Enterprises (SOEs), providing
cradle-to-grave social security, and government
employees were covered by social insurance based on a
law from 1951. The danwei system acted as a kind of
mini-welfare state and played a key role in providing
health services. The rural population obtained minimum
security through the public ownership of land and the
establishment of People’s communes in 1958. The
household registration system (Hukou) introduced under
Mao in the late 1950s gave people social entitlements
according to their place of birth. This law cemented the
rural-urban differences which have persisted up until the
present day.

The second phase of social policy development lasted
from the initial steps of economic reform in 1979 up until
the late 1990s or the early 2000s, and saw a far-reaching
erosion of the previous welfare arrangements and
emphasis
on
market-orientated
flexibility,
competitiveness and cost-containment that played down
attention to social security and the role of the state in the
responsibility for citizen welfare. Generally, the
government adopted an approach characterised by a
clear priority for economic growth. The danwei system
was dismantled and urban health care, for example, was
delegated to local authorities; through a management
reform, hospitals were generally transformed into
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profit-orientated entities endowed with substantial
autonomy. The overall trend was characterised by state
withdrawal and increased out-of-pocket payments by
workers for health services (Saich 2011). Rural areas
experienced a similar process of health care deterioration,
due to the collapse of the Cooperative Medical Schemes.
Village collective funds virtually disappeared, leaving – in
the 1980s – 900 million rural residents without health
insurance coverage (Chan et al. 2008).The third phase,
which China is currently experiencing, can be said to have
started in the late 1990s, and more explicitly after Hu
Jintao and Wen Jiabao became the new leaders of the
party and government in 2003. Both political rhetoric and
practice changed. Attention shifted from pure economic
growth orientated policies towards a more balanced,
sustainable and socially equitable approach to
development. The vision and ambition was to move
towards a ‘harmonious society’ – xiaokang shehui.

In recent decades, the separation of welfare provision
from SOEs and the rapidly growing numbers of migrants
from rural to urban areas, many of them informal workers,
have left many without basic and/or adequate social
security or protection. The most severe source of income
inequality in today’s China lies in the striking urban-rural
disparities. The Chinese authorities have acknowledged
the destabilising potential of the highly unequal
distribution of income and access to social security and
health care. Government and party authorities have
become increasingly aware not only of the tremendous
beneficial effects of economic growth, but also of the
significant social and political problems that the rapid
development of the economy has created. Accordingly, a
great number of social policy initiatives have been taken
and many laws enacted during the last 15–20 years, over
a broad range of social policy and welfare. Let us briefly
mention some of the major social policy reforms that
have been passed:
- Basic medical insurance scheme for urban areas (1998)
- Minimum standard of living scheme: urban areas
(1997), rural areas (2007)
- New rural cooperative medical scheme (2003)
- Pension scheme for all urban workers (2005)
- Decisions on new measures to provide social protection
for migrant workers (2006)
- Labour contract law (2008)
- Free nine years compulsory education for all (2008)
- New health care reform (2009)
- First comprehensive social insurance law (2010)

From 2003 onwards, the social policy agenda has shifted
towards the inclusion of larger proportions of the
population and the most vulnerable groups, i.e. rural
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residents, the unemployed or migrant workers. We might
say that the recent vision to establish a ‘harmonious
society’ with nation-wide universal health care and
pension systems by 2020 reflects a more people-centred
development than was the case during the previous two
decades of economic reform. Social justice, equality,
sustainable development and making welfare a top
priority have to a greater extent shaped the discourse
over the last decade. Besides fulfilling these goals, the aim
is also to preserve social stability, which in turn is
considered the main precondition for continued and
stable economic growth (Saich 2011). It remains to be
seen to what extent visions and goal statements on paper
can be transformed into successful implementation.

countries and in China and East Asia.

Is the Chinese social policy development following
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Western patterns of ‘welfare state’ development? There
are similarities in terms of widening the scope of state
responsibility for welfare, although the underlying values
and understanding of ‘welfare’ may be different. The
challenges of social inequality, new social divisions of
welfare, population ageing, changing labour markets and
family structures, migration and globalisation are
common to both Western, including the Nordic, countries
and China and other East Asian nations. Chinese social
challenges may to some extent be unique, and are
certainly on another scale. Also, problem perceptions and
concrete social policy solutions may differ. Although
modifications of elements of the Nordic welfare states
have taken place, for example increased individual
responsibility for pensions; less generous unemployment
schemes; more co-payments in the health sector, overall
public expenditure levels persist, in both relative and
absolute terms. Given a historically relatively successful
interplay of market economies, the role of organisations
in the labour market and their collaborative relations with
the government, and the comparatively successful
management of the recent global financial crisis, the
experience of the Nordic countries may appear to be both
more visible and relevant for other countries and regions
of the world, including China. To some extent, one might
say that recent reforms and agreed-upon plans in China
point in a more ‘Nordic’ direction, for example, universal
coverage of health care and pensions; efforts to narrow
social divisions; and increased public responsibility for the
welfare of citizens. China’s social policy choices can
potentially have a significant impact regionally as well as
globally as China takes a greater role in international
political forums and social policy epistemic communities
in which scholars and practitioners representing different
‘welfare model’ traditions and experiences meet. Ideas
and policy learning will diffuse globally more easily than
before, and will likely have an impact upon social policy
thinking and reform developments in both the Nordic
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The spread of the idea of ‘the welfare state’ is one
element in the on-going process of the globalisation of
economics and politics. Public responsibility for citizen
welfare is increasing, as measured both by public
expenditure data and scope of legislation, in emerging
economies around the world (Castles et al. 2010). It will
be a major task of scholars in the field of social policy and
welfare research to comparatively analyse policy reforms
and institutional changes as responses to the challenges
mentioned, the norms, logic and mechanisms underlying
processes of change, and the social and political
outcomes of policies.
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