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The Everyday Impact of Economic
Reform in China

During the past 30 years, China has undergone extensive economic reform,
replacing the government’s administration of enterprises with increasing levels of
market-oriented enterprise autonomy. At the heart of the reform are changes in
the employment relationship, where state control has been superseded by market
relationships. These reforms have had far-reaching implications for many aspects
of everyday life in Chinese society. This book appraises the impact of the eco-
nomic reforms on the employment relationship and, in turn, examines the effects
on individual workers and their families, including salaries, working conditions
and satisfaction, job security and disparities based on location, gender, age, skill,
position and migrant status. In particular, it focuses on how changes in the employ-
ment relationship have affected the livelihood strategies of households. It explores
the changing human resource management practices and employment relations in
different types of enterprises: including state-owned enterprises, foreign-owned
enterprises and domestic private enterprises; throughout different industries,
focusing especially on textiles, clothing and footwear and the electronics indus-
try; and in different regions and cities within China (Beijing, Haerbin, Lanzhou,
Hangzhou, Wuhan and Kunming). Overall, this book provides a detailed account
of the everyday implications of economic reform for individuals and families in
China.

Ying Zhu is Associate Professor in the Department of Management and
Marketing, University of Melbourne. He is the co-editor of Trade Unions in Asia;
Unemployment in Asia; and Management in Transitional Economies: From the
Berlin Wall to the Great Wall of China (all published by Routledge).
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Chinas Transition to a Global Economy and co-author of Global Restructuring:
the Australian Experience.

John Benson is Professor and Head of the School of Management at the
University of South Australia. His most recent publications include (as co-editor)
Unemployment in Asia; Asian Business: Women and Management; and Trade
Unions in Asia (all published by Routledge).
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Preface

During the past 30 years, China has undergone extensive economic reform to
replace government administration of enterprises with increasing levels of
market-oriented enterprise autonomy. At the heart of the reform are changes in
the employment relationship, which has replaced state control with market rela-
tionships. This economic reform raises important questions not only about the
way enterprise managers have responded but also about the impact on workers
and their families. In particular we aim to address the question: how has man-
agement reform affected the enterprise, the quality of working life and the liveli-
hood strategies of households? Within socialist economies concepts of
recruitment and selection, redundancies, collective bargaining and unemploy-
ment were irrelevant as the state controlled the appointment and payment of
workers. Many aspects of human resource management and employment rela-
tions have now changed; a variety of enterprise ownership forms have emerged,
a fledgling labour market has developed, and workers are now at the mercy of the
market. This has placed considerable pressure on workers, their enterprises and
their families. Two sectors that represent many of these issues are textiles, cloth-
ing and footwear, and the electronic industries ~ the two industries that will form
the basis of this study.

The underlying goal of this book is to extend previous research on manage-
ment in China by tracing the impact of the economic reforms on human resource
management and employment relations and, in turn, explore how these affect
enterprise performance, the quality of working life, and households and families.
Using the various literature on the management of labour and on the relations
between restructuring/transition the book seeks to integrate the literature and to
locate the study of China within the main currents of Western discourse, while
recognizing the location-specific aspects of the research site. In undertaking this
work, the book focuses on various types of enterprises (different categories of
enterprise have different characteristic modes of labour management), various
cities (reform and marketization have proceeded at different paces in different
parts of the country), and specific industries (human resource management and
employment relations reform may have proceeded differently in different indus-
tries). Three types of enterprise are examined: state-owned enterprises (repre-
senting the pre-reform system that is being forced to change), foreign-owned



xviii Preface
enterprises and domestic private enterprises (representing the new forces in the
market economy). We conducted interviews in six regions in China (Beijing,
Haerbin, Lanzhou, Hangzhou, Wuhan and Kunming) so as to cover a range of
political, economic and social environments. The two industrial sectors had dif-
ferent use of technology, level of capital investment, and types of skills required
which meant that human resource management and employment relations may
also be different in these sectors.
Ying Zhu, Michael Webber and John Benson
October 2009
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