Fang and Iceland The Journal of Chinese Sociology (2018) 5:12
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40711-018-0082-9

RESEARCH

The Journal of
Chinese Sociology

Open Access

Housing inequality in urban China:
the heritage of socialist institutional
arrangements
Changchun Fang1*

and John Iceland2

* Correspondence:
njuccf@nju.edu.cn
1
Department of Sociology, Nanjing
University, 168, Xianlin Avenue,
Nanjing 210023, China
Full list of author information is
available at the end of the article

Abstract
With the development of the market economy in China, does the effect of the
original socialist institutional arrangements on social inequality fade? We examine
this issue by considering the effect of people’s positions in the work unit system
and their socioeconomic status on patterns of housing inequality in urban China.
Using individual-level data from the 2007 Household Survey on the Housing
Conditions of Urban Residents in Nanjing, China, we find that although people’s
socioeconomic status (measured by household income and householder’s education)
has become very important in shaping people’s housing outcomes in urban China,
housing inequality is also determined to some extent by their position in the work unit
system—such as being employed in various units within the state sector—before and
during the housing reform process. The pattern of housing inequality in urban China
indicates that the impact of socialist institutional arrangements on social inequality can
still be found in market transition societies even years after the market transition
has occurred.
Keywords: Housing inequality, Socialist institutional arrangements, Work unit system,
China, Market transition

Introduction
In socialist societies, social inequality is structured in large part by government-managed
redistributive mechanisms (Szelenyi 1978). During the period of the planned economy,
the work unit (danwei) system played an important role in the redistribution of resources
in urban China. It was the foundation of urban management and the basis for a distinctly
socialist strategy of governance (Bray 2005). Work units provided not only jobs and earnings but also a wide array of goods and services for employees and their families (Bian
1994). In general, work units in China could be divided into four major groupings: (1) the
private sector, (2) the collective sector, (3) state enterprises, and (4) state institutes and
agencies (Lin and Bian 1991). The work unit system was a hierarchical system, since “the
resources that a work unit could offer to its employees were contingent upon its structural position in the socialist hierarchy”(Wu and Xie 2003). During the period of the
planned economy, state institutes and agencies and state enterprises (both of which are
state owned) usually received priority in resource allocations. State employees and their
families were typically advantaged not only in terms of salary, but also housing, children’s
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schooling, health care, pensions, and even access to commercial services (Bian 1994; Lin
and Bian 1991; Lu and Perry 1997; Walder 1988; Xie and Wu 2008).
With the development of the market economy in market transition countries, has the
power of this hierarchy faded in shaping patterns of inequality? Or does it still exert a
powerful force? Some researchers have argued that market-oriented reforms have weakened redistributive efforts and changed the opportunity structure (Nee 1989). However,
others have argued that former institutional arrangements, including the work unit system
in market transition countries, have had a lasting effect on the nature and contours of inequality (Bian and Logan 1996; Lin 1995; Oi 1992; Parish and Michelson 1996; Rona-Tas
1994; Walder 1995). Most of these studies were conducted in the 1990s, and since the
start of the twenty-first century, the situation of China has changed. For example, reforms
of state-owned enterprises in the late 1990s have had far-reaching effects, such as eliminating lifelong tenure for workers in state-owned enterprises. In addition, the manner in
which most welfare benefits and related services are delivered, including the provision of
housing by the work unit, has been reformed, such that these services are now provided
to a greater degree by the market or other social organizations (Gu 2001; Lee 2000; Wang
et al. 2005). Thus, the private sector has expanded dramatically.
These trends lead us to ask the following two questions that guide our analysis: do
socialist institutional arrangements, in the form of a household’s work unit, still affect
the kind of housing to which people have access? And, given the growth of the market
system and the private sector, does socioeconomic status (consisting of income and
education) have an important effect on housing outcomes today? To gain insight into
this issue, we examine the effect of these two factors—a household’s position in the socialist system and its socioeconomic status—on patterns of housing inequality in urban
China. Specifically, using individual-level data from the 2007 Household Survey on the
Housing Conditions of Urban Residents in Nanjing, China, we investigate the association between homeownership status, the type of housing in which a household lives,
and housing quality (size of unit)—our three dependent variables—and a household’s
work unit status (such as being employed by the government/party organization or by
the private sector) and socioeconomic status.
This study contributes to the literature in three ways: (1) previous studies of the effects of the market transformation on households in China have paid more attention to
the persistent effects of socialist institutional arrangements on people’s incomes rather
than on housing outcomes, in part because data on the latter have not been as readily
available (Huang and Jiang 2009); (2) previous studies concerned with housing inequality in China focused mainly on people’s housing situation at the beginning stage of
China’s housing privatization reforms, and less so after their full implementation. A
new analysis is much needed, given the likely long-term effect of these far-reaching reforms; and (3) we focus on more housing outcomes (tenure, type of housing, and quality of housing) than most previous studies.

Literature review and research hypotheses
Market reforms and growing inequality

Income inequality has continued to increase in many countries in recent years, and it
has also been much more conspicuous in post-socialist countries—such as in Central
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and Eastern Europe—since the 1990s (Mitra and Yemtsov 2007). It seems likely that
market-oriented reforms have contributed to these increases in income inequality. As
for China, income inequality has increased continuously in tandem with market-oriented reforms (UNU-WIDER 2008). In early 2013, the director of China’s National Bureau of Statistics announced that China’s Gini coefficient had reached 0.47 (Zhou 2013)
and other scholars estimate that the Gini coefficient is actually higher than this (Wang
2010; Wang 2013).
Market-oriented reforms have also affected housing quality and distribution. On the
one hand, the residential conditions of China’s urban inhabitants have improved significantly since the implementation of housing reforms. The per capita usable floor space for
urban residents was 6.7 m2 in 1978, increasing to 32.7 m2 in 2011 (National Bureau of
Statistics of China 2012). On the other hand, there is considerable concern that these improvements have not been shared equally. Sato’s analysis on data collected in the China
Household Income Project (CHIP2002 and CHIP2007) shows that per capita housing
wealth for registered urban residents was 4.5 times that for rural residents in 2002, while
by 2007, this ratio had increased to 7.2. Thus, the Gini coefficient of household housing
wealth increased from 0.63 in 2002 to 0.67 in 2007 (Sato et al. 2013). Related studies have
also confirmed that housing inequality both reflects and has exacerbated broader economic inequalities (Chen et al. 2008; Huang and Jiang 2009; Li 2002; Xin 2007; Ye et al.
2010) and social problems caused by housing inequality, such as residential segregation
(Feng and Zhou 2008; Huang and Jiang 2009; LI et al. 2004; Liao et al. 2012; Shen and
Qiu 2008; Yang and Wang 2010) and urban poverty (Wang 2000).

Determinants of housing inequality

Housing inequality is an important aspect of social inequality in modern societies, and
housing tenure (ownership) is often used as measure of housing attainment (Bell 1977;
Drudy and Punch 2002; Elmelech 2004; Lux et al. 2013; Osborn and Morris 1979; Rex
and Moore 1969). How then does housing inequality emerge? Perspectives often used
in studies of western market economies focus on the importance of socioeconomic
(SES) and demographic factors. Home ownership is a form of consumption and investment, such that housing tenure can be explained by variables measuring the difference
in people’s SES, housing market characteristics, and housing prices (Clark et al. 1994;
Clark et al. 1997; Henderson and Ioannides 1989). In addition, family size, family structure, and life cycle factors might also affect housing attainment.
In contrast to the functioning of market economies, in China, people’s housing outcomes were determined by socialist institutional arrangements during the period of the
planned economy, and the work unit system was an important part of this arrangement. In the period before market reforms, most urban housing in China was constructed through capital investment funds channeled by the state directly to
state-owned work units or local governments (Bray 2005), and then allocated to employees by work unit or local government. During that period, overall levels of housing
inequality were modest, as housing was seen as a fundamental right for urban workers.
However, this does not mean that housing inequality was nonexistent. Housing allocations were determined mainly by national policies (Huang 2003) which took into account people’s current housing condition, family size, seniority, party membership, level
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of position, and professional title, to name a few important factors (Bian et al. 1996;
Logan et al. 2009; Logan et al. 1999). Of key importance is that one’s work unit played
a critical role in the distribution of housing, since housing was allocated mainly by the
work unit. According to the first national survey of housing stock in 323 cities in 1985,
work-unit housing comprised 75% of total housing, while housing managed by the municipal housing bureau comprised only 9% of the total (Wu 1996). Because the work
unit played a large role in the provision and allocation of housing, the difference between work units, such as the nature, size, and the administrative level of the work
unit, undoubtedly influenced people’s housing conditions.
Housing reforms in China started at the beginning of the1980s and extended through
the 1990s. These reforms generally changed the responsibility for attaining housing
from the state to the individual in order to reduce the government’s financial burden,
such as by raising the rent of public rental housing. The final set of reforms, implemented beginning in 1998, and the core content of this wave of reforms, was to stop
the housing allocation process by selling all housing owned by work units and local
governments and developing the private housing market [see also Bray 2005]. This
wave of reforms in China was similar to reforms adopted in Central and Eastern
Europe and proceeded on two tracks: privatization of public housing and development
of a new private housing sector (Logan et al. 2010). These two tracks have been described as “dual markets,” as they involved the internal (state-controlled) market and a
new open market (Sato 2006; Shiming 1998). In the internal market, public houses
were sold at a discounted price; these practices were typically widespread during the
first stage of housing reforms in most transitional countries. For example, a study of
housing in Budapest showed that in 1990, 35% of the total housing stock was sold to
their original tenants at a discount of 35–40% (Hegedüs and Tosics 1994).
Because of the existence of the internal market, people’s housing situations depend
not only on their income and related resources but also—and in fact mostly—on their
position in the pre-reform system (Logan et al. 2010). Studies on Central and Eastern
Europe indicate that people in important government positions in the pre-reform
system had the opportunity to buy high-quality public housing at a very low price
(Kosareva and Struyk 1993; Pickvance 2010). This initial process of housing
privatization in most post-socialist countries, such as Russia, Serbia, and Poland
(Yemtsov 2007), has thus been termed by some as “give-away privatization,” a policy
that aggravated the level of housing inequality that was already present to some degree
during the socialist period (Buckley et al. 1995; Lux et al. 2013).
The practices in Central and Eastern Europe, to varying extents, illustrate the lingering effects of socialist institutional arrangements and highlight the importance of path
dependency. As for China, during the process of the privatization of public housing, seniority, party membership, level of position, and professional title all helped privileged
people obtain discounted housing (see Sato 2006). The impact of the work unit system
in particular on housing privatization was also very strong. In the internal market, the
work unit sold the housing it controlled to its employees. The amount of housing the
work unit had at its disposal was usually determined by the work unit’s administrative
rank and the role it played in national economic and social development. As a result,
housing inequality arose across groups of people who were employed in different work
units. In addition, market-oriented reforms initiated at the beginning of the 1990s
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provided work units with more autonomy, and this increased the economic differences
between different work units, which also increased housing inequality. Those work
units that performed well within the new market-focused economic system were better
able to improve their employees’ housing conditions (Bray 2005; Li 2006). Moreover,
during the process of housing reforms, many housing units in the market were actually
purchased by work units and then re-assigned as welfare housing for their employees
(i.e., sold to their employees at a price lower than the market price), while only a small
proportion of them were actually purchased by individual residents (Chen et al. 2008).
In short, because of the existence of institutional inertia and path dependence, the reform process created opportunities and benefits for those who were better positioned
on the social ladder under the communist regime (Huque 2005) and the winners in the
housing reform process are likely those who were favored in the previous system
(Huang and Jiang 2009; Huang and Yi 2011; Logan et al. 2009; Logan et al. 2010).
Most of the research cited above on housing inequality in urban China is based on
data collected only at the beginning of the 1998 housing reform process and provides a
picture of housing inequality in China at the beginning stage of housing privatization
reforms. We use data from several years later (2007), after privatization reforms were
fully implemented and the housing market had been established. For example, in 2007,
82% of urban households owned their homes (Huang and Yi 2011), up sharply from
just 24% in 1990 (Bian et al. 1997). Thus, it is essential to conduct a new analysis of the
state of housing inequality in urban China, as it could be that institutional factors no
longer influence housing tenure and housing quality. Several studies have used more
recent data. Fu (2014), for example used data from China’s 2005 1% National Population Sample Survey in his research, but he focused mainly on the relationship between
land finance and housing stratification. While Chen (2015) used recent data collected
in Guangzhou, China, to explore the effect of institutional factors on housing-tenure,
she highlighted the heterogeneity in housing-tenure among just three groups (“urban
elites,” “native plebeians,” and “lower masses”), probably due to the relatively small size
of the sample. While all of these studies are informative, we go beyond them by examining whether the patterns of housing inequality in urban China have changed after
nearly 10 years of intensive housing privatization using data collected from a large sample in Nanjing in 2007; we also use data with information on a variety of housing outcomes and also multiple indicators of socioeconomic status and work unit. These data
allow us to provide a more refined picture of the extent of housing inequality and the
factors that have contributed to it.
In short, because of the existence of institutional inertia and path dependence described above which likely advantages those who were better positioned on the social
ladder under the communist regime, we hypothesize that people’s work status still affects people’s housing outcomes, though socioeconomic status also likely has an independent effect, especially in the commercial housing market.

Data, variables, and method
For our study, we use data collected in the 2007 Household Survey on the Housing
Conditions of Urban Residents in Nanjing, which is the capital of Jiangsu province in
Eastern China. There are three reasons why we choose Nanjing as an example for
China: (1) the 1998 housing reforms were implemented in a similar manner across
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most cities in China, and the rate of private home ownership in Nanjing was close to the
average rate in urban China in 2007. Specifically, according to our sample, the private
home ownership rate in Nanjing in 2007 was 79.3%, very close to the national average of
82% in the same year. Thus, privatization has proceeded at the same pace in Nanjing as in
the rest of in urban China; (2) Nanjing is a large city [with a population of more than
seven million in 2007 (Statistic Bureau of Jiangsu 2008)] with many different types of work
units, which ensures sufficient variability in one of our key independent variables; and (3)
this household survey conducted in Nanjing has both a large sample and information on
a variety of housing outcomes not available in the census or many other small-scale surveys. The Nanjing survey was administered to 62,430 households and covered the whole
area of Nanjing (including three newly merged districts—suburban and rural areas—and
eight urban districts). We focus on eight urban districts and select cases that meet the
following conditions: (1) the householder’s1 household is registered in a local
non-agricultural district and (2) the householder is an adult who is not in school or retired.2 Our sample, after applying these restrictions, consists of 18,150 households in Nanjing. We omit people living in non-urban districts because the land system and housing
system for non-urban areas differ considerably from those systems for urban areas.
Our analysis focuses on the association between housing outcomes and work unit
status and people’s socioeconomic status. We examine three housing outcomes: home
ownership, type of housing, and size of housing. Home ownership is a simple dichotomous variable indicating whether household members own their home or not. Type
of housing includes:
Housing type I: housing owned by the household, which includes:
I-a: Commercial housing (shanpin fang). This is housing bought from the open
market.
I-b: Middle- and low-price commercial housing/affordable housing (zhong di jia
shanpin fang/jingling shiyong fang). At the beginning of the housing reform period,
such housing was usually owned by the work unit and then sold to its employees at a
cheaper price. Soon afterwards this kind of housing was usually sold by local government at discount price to impoverished families or households relocated by urban renewal/land acquisition.
I-c Housing obtained as part of the housing reform (fanggai fang). This refers to
housing bought from the work unit or local government during the process of housing
privatization and thus clearly originates from the internal housing market.
Housing type II: housing that is not owned by the household or the ownership cannot
be identified, which includes:
II-a: Public housing rental (gong zu fang). This is rented housing which is owned by
the work unit or local government.
II-b: Original private housing (yuanyou si fang). Since the ownership of some of this
kind of housing cannot be identified in the survey, and as we know, most of this type
of housing was built on non-state-owned land (maybe collectively owned land) or
housing without title deed or land certificates, we treat this kind of housing as
non-owned housing.3
II-c: Private housing rental. This is rented housing owned by private owners.
II-d: Other housing that is not owned by the household. This includes housing owned
by the military or borrowed housing from the private or public sector.
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While these categories do not have a clear rank ordering, home ownership is generally valued above renting and middle- and low- price commercial housing and housing
obtained as a part of the housing reform (the second and third categories listed above)
represent housing obtained through the internal market rather than the private market.
Our final outcome is size of housing, as measured by per capita living area (the unit of
measurement is square meter).
Socialist institutional arrangements are mainly measured by householder’s work unit
status, using the following categories: employed in the government or party organization,
employed in public institutions, employed in state-owned enterprises, employed in collectively owned enterprises, employed in private/other enterprises, self-employed laborer,
and unemployed. The second indicator is whether the family received housing subsidy
during the housing reform process. Its values include one-time housing subsidy, monthly
housing subsidies, and no subsidy. Generally speaking, households with strong institutional connections were more likely to receive subsidies during the reform period. Since
work unit and housing subsidies result from institutional arrangements, for brevity, we
refer to these two variables as “institutional factors.”
We measure people’s socioeconomic status with two indicators: householder’s level of
education and household income per capita. Finally, our models also control for age of
the householder (since only working-age adults are in our sample, we do not include
an age-square term in our models) and family structure. Based on the original survey,
the family structure variable includes the following categories: three generations in the
household, two generations in the household, household with only one generation
present (a couple), single person household, and all others (the final category refers to
unusual family structures not covered by the other categories and comprises only 0.8%
of the total sample). In some models, we interact age with state-owned sector, as it
could be that older householders might have benefited more from working in that
sector.
We begin the analysis with descriptive statistics of the sample and the main variables
in our analysis (see Table 1). Since home ownership is a dichotomous variable, we then
estimate a binary logistic regression that examines the association between home ownership and the independent variables described above. This is followed by a multinomial regression predicting the type of housing (a variable with seven categories), and
finally, we use linear regression with people’s housing area per capita (a continuous
variable) as the dependent variable of interest.

Results
Table 1 indicates that 79.32% of households owned their home in Nanjing in 2007. This
high rate of homeownership is indicative of the fact that housing market reforms had
largely been implemented by 2007. Another noteworthy phenomenon shown in the
table is that 50.5% of homeowners obtained their housing through the housing reforms,
and another 10.2% of them own middle- and low-price commercial housing. This indicates that a large percentage (just over 60%) of housing property was originally obtained through the internal market described above, even though the open market is
now fully functional by 2007. Thus, because such a significant proportion of housing
was purchased in the internal market, we can deduce that nearly 10 years after the
1998 housing reforms, patterns of housing inequality were likely still associated with
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Table 1 Description of variables
Frequency

Percent (all cases)

Percent (families
who own housing)

Housing is owned (I)

14,396

79.32

–

Housing is not owned (II)

3754

20.68

–

Total

18,150

100.0

–

Commercial apartment (I-a)

5647

31.11

39.23

Middle- and low-price commercial apartments (I-b)

1473

8.12

10.23

Housing obtained during housing reform (I-c)

7276

40.09

50.54

Total

–

–

100.00

Public house rental (II-a)

1824

10.05

Home ownership

Classified type of housing

Original private house (II-b)

421

2.32

–

Private house rental (II-c)

550

3.03

–

Other housing not owned (II-d)

959

5.28

–

Total

18,150

100.0

Mean

Std. deviation

Valid N

Living area (per capita)

28.92

19.67

18,150

Householder’s education

12.58

3.00

18,150

Householder’s age

43.14

9.43

18,150

Family income (10 thousand)

4.804

5.47

18,150

Family income per capita
(10 thousand)

1.83

2.13

18,150

Frequency

Percent

Household head’s work unit
Government/party organization

1305

7.19

Public institution

2509

13.82

State-owned enterprise

5800

31.96

Collectively owned enterprises

1145

6.31

Private enterprises

4481

24.69

Self-employed laborer

1342

7.39

Unemployed

1568

8.64

Total

18,150

100.00

One-time subsidy

2128

11.72

Monthly housing subsidies

1377

7.59

No subsidies

14,645

80.69

Total

18,150

100.00

3 generations in household

1549

8.53

2 generations in household

12,379

68.20

1 generation (couple) in household

2692

14.83

Other type

142

0.78

1 person household

1388

7.65

Total

18,150

100.00

Housing subsidies

Family structure
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the housing reform process and the housing allocation system that existed prior to the
housing reforms. The following multivariate analysis will test this proposition. Table 1
also shows descriptive statistics for all of the variables in our analyses.
Table 2 shows the comparison of housing among families with householders
employed in different labor sectors. It indicates that housing tenure varies considerably
across householders’ work units. Housing types I-a, I-b, and I-c are three kinds of
owned housing, and the cumulative percentages indicate the difference in housing ownership among different families. For example, 88.2% of families with a householder
employed by the government or party organization own their housing, while the percentage for families where the householder is unemployed is 63.5%. The percentages of
families with a householder employed in public institutions, state-owned enterprises,
collectively owned enterprises, private enterprises, and self-employed laborers are
86.2%, 82.6%, 73.9%, 76.5%, and 76.3%, respectively. The result of Table 2 also shows
differences in housing types among those families who owned their homes, and families
with a householder employed in state-owned sectors are clearly the most likely to have
obtained their housing during the housing reforms.
Table 3 shows results of logistic regressions where homeownership is the dichotomous dependent variable. The results indicate that institutional factors and socioeconomic status (as well as most controls) are significantly associated with ownership. In
Table 3, “state-owned sector” (working sector for householder, 1 = “yes,” 0 = “No”) was
used as predictor in model 1, and interaction of “state-owned sector” and “householder’s age” was added in model 2. Model 1 indicates that state-owned sector is positively associated with ownership of housing, with the odds of a family owning a home
when the householder is employed in the state-owned sector 33.6% (e0.29 = 1.3364)
higher than the odds among families with the householder employed in non-state sectors. The result in model 2 shows that the effect of labor sector is moderated by the
householder’s age, with older people benefiting more from working in state-owned sectors. Model 3 uses the type of the householder’s work unit as a predictor, and the results indicate that after controlling for other variables, state-owned sectors, such as
public institutions and state-owned enterprises, have a positive association with home
ownership. The odds that a family with a householder employed by (a) the government
or party organization or (b) institution owning a home are16.2% (e0.15 = 1.1618) and

Table 2 Type of housing among families with householder employed in different labor sectors (%)
Type I-a

Type I-b

Type I-c

Type II-a

Type II b-d

All type I

All type II

Government or party organs

39.62

2.91

45.67

3.45

8.35

88.20

11.80

Public institutions

34.00

3.63

48.51

5.98

7.89

86.13

13.87

State-owned enterprises

25.10

4.62

52.86

10.19

7.22

82.59

17.41

Collectively owned enterprises

20.09

9.61

44.19

15.46

10.66

73.88

26.12

Private/other enterprises

36.51

12.30

27.72

9.57

13.90

76.53

23.47

Self-employed laborer

49.40

11.55

15.35

7.45

16.24

76.31

23.69

Unemployed

18.62

16.58

28.25

21.17

15.37

63.46

36.54

Total

31.11

8.12

40.09

10.05

10.63

79.32

20.68

N = 18,150, Pearson chi-square = 2370.89, df = 36, p = 0.000
Note: Type I: housing owned by the household; Type I-b: middle- and low-price commercial housing/affordable housing;
Type I-c: housing obtained as part of the housing reform; Type II-a: public housing rental; Type II b-d: original private
housing/private housing rental/other housing that is not owned by the household
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Table 3 Logistic regression results of home ownership (owned vs. not owned)
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Intercept

− 0.78***
(0.16)

− 0.34+
(0.18)

− 0.67***
(0.17)

Householder’s age

0.01***
(0.00)

− 7.1e−05
(0.003)

0.01***
(0.00)

Householder’s education

0.08***
(0.01)

0.08***
(0.01)

0.08***
(0.01)

Family income per capita (10 thousand)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.19***
(0.02)

0.18***
(0.02)

One-time subsidy

0.84***
(0.08)

0.83***
(0.08)

0.84*
(0.08)

Monthly subsidies

0.15+
(0.08)

0.22**
(0.08)

0.16***
(0.08)

3 generations in hh

0.49***
(0.09)

0.50***
(0.09)

0.49***
(0.09)

2 generations in hh

0.25***
(0.06)

0.26***
(0.06)

0.25***
(0.06)

1 person hh

− 0.74***
(0.08)

− 0.74***
(0.08)

− 0.74***
(0.08)

Other type

− 1.23***
(0.18)

− 1.27***
(0.18)

− 1.26***
(0.18)

Housing subsidies

None (ref.)
Family structure

1 generation (couple) in hh (ref.)
Householder’s work unit
Government/party organization

0.17+
(0.10)

Public institution

0.15*
(0.07)

State-owned enterprise

0.20***
(0.05)

Collectively owned enterprise

− 0.20*
(0.08)

Self-employed laborer

0.01
(0.08)

Unemployed

− 0.41***
(0.07)

Private/other enterprise (ref.)
State-owned sector

0.29***
(0.04)

State-owned sector* householder’s age

− 0.80***
(0.18)
0.03***
(0.004)

N

18,150

18,150

18,150

− 2 Log likelihood

15,054.09

15,016.53

16,052.03

Nagelkerke R square

0.090

0.093

0.093

Note: + p < .10,*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

22.1% (e0.20 = 1.2214) higher than the odds of a family with a householder employed by
private/other enterprise, respectively. The odds for families with a householder
employed by collectively owned enterprises or who is unemployed are 18.1% (e−0.2−1 =
− 0.1813) and 33.6% (e−0.41−1 = − 0.3363) less than the odds of family with a
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householder employed in private/other enterprises. These results indicate that homeownership is still associated with the type of work unit, though variation across work
units (aside from the omitted category) is only moderate. However, we also see that the
probability of home ownership is higher among families who receive subsidies than
among families who do not. Thus, institutional factors (type of work unit, housing subsidies) still played important and lingering roles in home ownership even during a time
when the private housing market had already matured. As expected, SES (income and
education) is also positively associated with homeownership, as are age and family type,
with larger households more likely to own homes.
So far, we have analyzed the impacts of independent variables on the dichotomous
homeownership variable. We now turn to examining the effect of these predictors on
different kinds of homeownership using multinomial logistic regression. The results in
Table 4 show that the SES variables (education and family income per capita) have a
positive association with the ownership of commercial housing. Meanwhile, institutional factors also play a very important role in people’s ownership of commercial housing as well. Compared to families with a householder employed in private/other
enterprise, families with a householder employed in state-owned sectors are less likely
to own commercial housing. For example, the odds of a family with the householder
employed by either public institution or state-owned enterprise owning commercial
housing rather than renting or living in other non-property housing are 19.8% and
12.2% lower than the odds of a family with householder employed by private/other enterprise. This is because families with householders employed in state-owned sectors
are more likely to own housing obtained from housing reforms. For example, the odds
of owning housing obtained from housing reform rather than not owning a house for
families with a householder employed by government or party organization, public institution, or state-owned enterprise are 60.0%, 75.1%, and 91.6% higher than the odds
for family with a householder employed by private/other enterprise, respectively.
As for owning a middle/low price commercial apartment (which was typically arranged as social housing and sold by the local government at a discount price to
low-income familie, or to households relocated due to urban renewal/land acquisition),
results in Table 4 show that families with householders employed in private/other enterprise have more opportunity to get this type housing than others. The negative impacts of the SES variables also confirm the notion that this kind of housing was
arranged for low-income families.
Table 5 delves further into the relationship between household characteristics and
housing outcomes by examining different types of housing in which different households live using logistic regressions, where whether a family has a certain type of housing or not is the outcome in each model. Model 5-1 uses ownership of commercial
housing as the dependent variable. Results indicate that the SES variables (education
and family income) have a positive association with the ownership of commercial housing. However, householders employed in state-owned sectors are less likely to own
commercial housing. This is consistent with the results in Table 4, where families with
a householder employed in state-owned sectors have a greater likelihood of owning
housing obtained during housing reforms (refer to the results in model 5-3). In particular, as shown in model 5-1, the odds of a family with a householder employed by government/party organization, public institution, or state-owned enterprise owning rather
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Table 4 Multinomial logistic regression results of housing type (dependent variable: type of home
ownership; reference category: not owned)
Owned: commercial
apartment

Owned: middle/low price Owned: housing obtained
commercial apartment
during housing reform

Intercept

− 0.89***
(0.20)

1.58***
(0.28)

− 3.62***
(0.20)

Householder’s age

− 0.03***
(0.00)

− 0.02***
(0.00)

0.05***
(0.00)

Householder’s education

0.15***
(0.01)

− 0.09***
(0.01)

0.09***
(0.01)

Family income per capita
(10 thousand)

0.28***
(0.02)

− 0.4***
(0.05)

0.10***
(0.02)

One-time subsidy

0.97***
(0.09)

0.37*
(0.15)

0.84***
(0.09)

Monthly subsidies

0.32***
(0.09)

− 0.02
(0.16)

0.03
(0.09)

3 generations in hh

0.59***
(0.10)

0.10
(0.13)

0.63***
(0.10)

2 generations in hh

0.24***
(0.07)

− 0.04
(0.09)

0.48***
(0.06)

1 person hh

− 1.11***
(0.09)

− 0.58
(0.14)

− 0.43***
(0.09)

Other type

− 1.98***
(0.26)

− 1.33
(0.37)

− 0.65**
(0.23)

Housing subsidies

None (ref.)
Family structure

1 generation (couple) in hh (ref.)
Householder’s work unit
Government/party
organization

− 0.05
(0.11)

− 0.15
(0.20)

0.47***
(0.11)

Public institution

− 0.22**
(0.08)

− 0.24+
(0.14)

0.56***
(0.08)

State-owned enterprise

− 0.13***
(0.06)

− 0.62***
(0.09)

0.65***
(0.06)

Collectively owned
enterprise

− 0.37***
(0.10)

− 0.44***
(0.13)

0.10
(0.09)

Self-employed laborer

0.45***
(0.08)

− 0.06***
(0.11)

− 0.54***
(0.10)

Unemployed

− 0.50***
(0.09)

− 0.47***
(0.10)

− 0.39***
(0.08)

Private/other enterprise
(ref.)
N

18,150

− 2 Log likelihood

37,152.01

Nagelkerke R square

0.296

Note: + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

than not owning commercial housing is 26.7%, 40.6%, and 34.3% lower than the odds of
a family with a householder employed by private/other enterprise, respectively. Likewise, as shown in model 5-3, the odds of a family with a householder employed in these
three state-owned sectors owning rather than not owning housing obtained from housing reforms is 66.5%, 105.4%, and 127.1% higher than the odds of their counterparts,
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Table 5 Logistic regression for different types of housing
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Commercial
apartment

Middle/low price
commercial
apartments

Housing obtained
during housing
reform

Public housing
rentals

Other types
of rentals

Intercept

− 0.04
(0.16)

2.01***
(0.25)

− 4.48***
(0.16)

− 1.06***
(0.23)

0.14
(0.21)

Householder’s age

− 0.06***
(0.00)

− 0.03***
(0.00)

0.07***
(0.00)

0.01**
(0.00)

− 0.03***
(0.00)

Householder’s education

0.12**
*(0.01)

− 0.16***
(0.01)

0.04***
(0.01)

− 0.07***
(0.01)

− 0.05***
(0.01)

Family income per capita
(10 thousand)

0.24***
(0.02)

− 0.56***
(0.05)

− 0.07***
(0.01)

− 0.49***
(0.04)

− 0.04*
(0.02)

One-time subsidy

0.32***
(0.06)

− 0.36**
(0.13)

0.24***
(0.05)

− 0.81***
(0.11)

− 0.71***
(0.11)

Monthly subsidies

0.35***
(0.07)

− 0.15
(0.14)

− 0.17*
(0.07)

0.04
(0.11)

− 0.3**
(0.11)

3 generations in hh

0.22**
(0.08)

− 0.28*
(0.12)

0.31***
(0.07)

− 0.40***
(0.12)

− 0.47***
(0.11)

2 generations in hh

− 0.02
(0.05)

− 0.23**
(0.09)

0.38***
(0.05)

− 0.07
(0.08)

− 0.35***
(0.07)

1 person hh

− 0.87***
(0.08)

− 0.16
(0.14)

0.14+
(0.08)

0.61***
(0.11)

0.59***
(0.09)

Other type

− 1.71***
(0.24)

− 0.73*
(0.10)

0.13
(0.22)

0.07
(0.29)

1.35***
(0.18)

Government/party
organization

− 0.31***
(0.08)

− 0.37*
(0.18)

0.51***
(0.07)

− 0.25
(0.17)

− 0.05
(0.12)

Public institution

− 0.52***
(0.06)

− 0.44***
(0.12)

0.72***
(0.06)

0.09
(0.11)

− 0.25**
(0.09)

State-owned enterprise

− 0.42***
(0.05)

− 0.88***
(0.08)

0.82***
(0.05)

0.15*
(0.07)

− 0.47***
(0.07)

Collectively owned
enterprise

− 0.33***
(0.09)

− 0.38***
(0.12)

0.31***
(0.07)

0.36***
(0.10)

− 0.08
(0.11)

Self-employed laborer

0.67***
(0.07)

− 0.07
(0.10)

− 0.72***
(0.09)

− 0.22+
(0.12)

0.15+
(0.09)

Unemployed

− 0.3***
(0.08)

− 0.22**
(0.09)

− 0.23***
(0.07)

0.45***
(0.08)

0.13
(0.09)

18,150

18,150

18,150

18,150

18,150

Housing subsidies

None (ref.)
Family structure

1 generation (couple) in
hh (ref.)
Householder’s work unit

Private/other enterprise
(ref.)
N
− 2 Log likelihood

17,920.54

8390.31

19,696.31

10,210.24

10,827.31

Nagelkerke R square

0.219

0.139

0.199

0.099

0.052

Note: + p < .10,*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

respectively. Model 5-2 provides further evidence for the conclusion shown in Table 4
that housing ownership of middle/low price commercial apartments is more common
among low income families or households relocated by urban renewal/land acquisition.
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Another institutional factor—receipt of housing subsidies, especially a one-time subsidy—as shown in models 5-1 and 5-3, has a positive association not only with obtaining housing during housing reforms, but also on getting commercial apartments.
Models 5-4 and 5-5 focus on rental housing. Socioeconomic status has a negative association with living in rental housing. As might be expected, families with householders
employed by state-owned enterprise are more likely to live in public housing rentals,
while families with a householder employed by private/other enterprise are more likely
to reside in other types of rentals.
Taking the results from Tables 3, 4, and 5 together, we can summarize that both SES
and socialist institutional factors have a similar effect on home ownership, but these
factors have a different influence on people’s access to different types of housing. Specifically, institutional factors have positive effects on accessing institutional housing,
while SES has a negative effect on it. And as shown in Table 1, institutional housing
still constitutes a large proportion of all types of housing. Thus, we can conclude that
with the maturing of the housing market, both kinds of factors have an important effect
on housing tenure and type and that socialist institutional factors still play a very important role in determining the type of housing in which families reside.
Table 6 shows the association between various household characteristics and our final
housing outcome: living area per capita. We include all households in model 1a and
model 1b and then also stratify the sample and run models separately by whether a
family owns a home (model 2a and model 2b) or not (model 3a and model 3b). To
highlight the differential effects of socioeconomic status and other variables, we run
nested models without the SES factors, followed by models with them. First, in models
with all households (model 1a in Table 6), we see that the householder’s work unit has
a statistically significant effect on housing unit size. For example, families with a householder employed by the government or party organization and in public institutions
have larger living areas than families with a householder employed by private/other enterprises; however, families with a householder employed by a state-owned enterprise
have smaller living areas than families with a householder employed by private/other
enterprises. From model 1a, then, it seems that differences in living area are strongly influenced by institutional factors. After adding the SES variables in model 1b, we see the comparative advantage for families with a householder employed by government or party
organization/public institutions is dramatically decreased or becomes statistically insignificant, while the comparative disadvantage for families with a householder employed by a
state-owned enterprise is strengthened. Instead, model 1b indicates that living area is
mainly determined by socioeconomic status, primarily the householder’s education and
family income per capita, as well as by controls such as age and family structure.
Models 2a and 2b show results for homeowners, while models 3a and 3b show results
for those who do not own their homes. For both of these groups, most institutional factors affect total living area in models without the SES variables, that is, the closer the
householder’s work unit is to the core of the socialist system, the greater the living area.
However, after we add the SES variables into the models, the role of institutional factors weakens or disappears, and SES and other household variables are the main drivers
of living area. Thus, we can conclude that with the maturing of the housing market, socioeconomic characteristics and demographic characteristics of households predict the
quality of their housing units more so than institutional position.
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Table 6 Multiple linear regression results of living area (dependent variable: living area per capita)
All cases

Families who own
housing

Families who do not
own housing

Model 1a

Model 1b

Model 2a

Model 2b

Model 3a Model 3b

Intercept

39.17***
(0.65)

16.77***
(1.01)

41.92***
(0.70)

19.7***
(1.09)

31.27***
(1.51)

14.48***
(2.4)

Householder’s age

− 0.12***
(0.01)

0.03*
(0.01)

− 0.13***
(0.01)

0.01
(0.02)

− 0.11***
(0.03)

0.01
(0.03)

Householder’s education

1.02***
(0.05)

1.04***
(0.05)

0.47***
(0.12)

Family income per capita (10 thousand)

1.59***
(0.06)

1.30***
(0.06)

3.54***
(0.21)

Housing subsidies
One-time subsidy

1.88***
(0.38)

0.97**
(0.37)

1.26***
(0.39)

0.56
(0.37)

0.68
(1.34)

− 0.39
(1.28)

Monthly subsidies

1.35**
(0.47)

0.42
(0.45)

1.25*
(0.49)

0.44
(0.47)

− 0.20
(1.25)

− 1.04
(1.19)

None (ref.)
Family structure
3 generations in hh

− 15.11*** − 12.97*** − 16.93*** − 14.92*** − 8.75***
(0.51)
(0.49)
(0.54)
(0.52)
(1.29)

− 5.84***
(1.25)

2 generations in hh

− 9.81***
(0.34)

− 8.22***
(0.33)

− 10.85*** − 9.39***
(0.36)
(0.35)

− 6.17***
(0.83)

− 3.74***
(0.80)

1 person hh

29.41***
(0.53)

28.71***
(0.51)

32.95***
(0.60)

32.36***
(0.58)

26.6***
(1.08)

24.38***
(1.04)

Other type

− 3.82**
(1.38)

− 3.35*
(1.32)

− 7.08***
(1.87)

− 5.62**
(1.80)

4.80*
(2.15)

2.18
(2.06)

Government/party organization

5.74***
(0.51)

0.88
(0.51)

5.33***
(0.53)

0.99+
(0.53)

5.36***
(1.51)

− 1.46
(1.50)

Public institution

2.91***
(0.41)

− 0.82*
(0.41)

2.63***
(0.43)

− 0.8a
(0.43)

2.18*
(1.09)

− 2.30*
(1.08)

State-owned enterprise

− 1.31***
(0.33)

− 1.74***
(0.32)

− 1.41***
(0.35)

− 1.81***
(0.34)

− 1.87*
(0.78)

− 2.10**
(0.75)

Collectively owned enterprise

− 2.31***
(0.54)

− 1.37**
(0.52)

− 1.9***
(0.59)

− 1.04+
(0.57)

− 2.68*
(1.16)

− 1.78
(1.11)

Self-employed laborer

3.77***
(0.5)

3.44***
(0.48)

3.83***
(0.54)

3.61***
(0.52)

3.82***
(1.11)

2.56*
(1.07)

Unemployed

− 3.68***
(0.47)

− 0.73
(0.46)

− 2.40***
(0.55)

0.22
(0.54)

− 3.45***
(0.91)

− 0.22
(0.89)

N

18,150

18,150

14,396

14,396

3754

3754

Adjusted R2

0.340

0.392

0.375

0.422

0.312

0.371

1 generation (couple) in hh (ref.)
Householder’s work unit

Private/other enterprise (ref.)

Note: + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Conclusion and discussion
The goal of this paper has been to examine factors that shape patterns of housing inequality in urban China, especially now that housing market reforms have been fully
implemented. A few patterns emerge from our analyses. For one, the rate of homeownership is very high (nearly 80%) in Nanjing, indicative of the broad-based privatization
of housing that has occurred. Nevertheless, among homeowners, a high proportion of
families originally obtained their housing from the internal market, and often during
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the housing reform process itself. Although a household’s socioeconomic status affects
the acquisition of housing, especially on the open market, the impact of a household’s
position in the socialist system (such as being employed by the government or party
organization) still can be found on homeownership, even 10 years after the 1998 housing reforms. Notably, however, the size of one’s housing unit was more influenced by
socioeconomic status than a household’s position in the socialist system. Thus, while
we clearly see lingering effects of socialist institutional factors, SES also plays a large,
and probably increasing, role in shaping patterns of housing inequality in urban China.
Previous studies that used data collected during the process of the 1998
housing-reform process showed that socialist institutional factors shaped people’s housing conditions, such that the emerging winners in the housing reform process were
those already in privileged positions within the state (Huang and Jiang 2009; Huang
and Yi 2011; Logan et al. 2009; Logan et al. 2010). Our study builds on these studies by
using survey data collected after the new private housing market had been implemented and the internal market had disappeared. Comparing our findings with previous studies, we can conclude that the effects of institutional factors on housing
inequality that had existed before and during the process of housing reforms can still
be found in people’s housing condition several years later. In other words, housing inequality in today’s urban China is shaped to some extent by the legacy of socialist intuitional arrangements before and during housing reforms.
Although the impact of institutional factors can still be found in housing inequality
in urban China, we also see the emerging importance of socioeconomic status, especially in influencing the quality of people’s housing unit—above and beyond a household’s position within the socialist state. Thus, future research should track whether the
role of SES will continue to grow and whether the effect of institutional factors, such as
work unit system, will fade over time.
This is a particularly important issue in light of the lingering effect of state institutional arrangements in other post-socialist countries, such as a number of Central and
Eastern European countries (Buckley et al. 1995; Kosareva and Struyk 1993; Lux et al.
2013; Pickvance 2010; Yemtsov 2007). Our study focuses on housing inequality in
urban China as an example of social inequality, uses the work unit system as the main
indicator of socialist institutional arrangements, and finds that the residual effect of socialist institutional arrangements on social inequality continues to exist. This indicates
that both the institutional structure that had been established before market reforms
and the process of market reform itself (which was embedded in the institutional structure) play an important role in shaping patterns of social inequality. As for market reforms, we should be cognizant not only of their effect on social and economic
development—especially at the national level—but also on how and to what extent the
effects of traditional institutional arrangements on inequality have been eliminated by
such reforms. One of the purposes of market reform in China was to inspire people’s
enthusiasm for private-sector economic activities to spur growth and development.
Market reforms thus have the potential to eliminate inequalities embedded in the original socialist system, and especially the inequalities based on socialist caste system, in
order to build a social order based on meritocracy. However, this kind of change will
be limited if the winners in the new system remain those who were privileged in the
old—and who in fact did well during the market reform process precisely because they
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were in a position to shape and take advantage of changes to the system. This is an
issue requiring additional attention, and perhaps reform, in the future.

Endnotes
1
Householder refers to the head of household.
2
Based on the original measure, the type of working unit for retirees prior to retirement cannot be ascertained, so we omit retiree samples.
3
There are two kinds of land systems in China: state-owned land and collectively
owned land, and only houses built on state-owned land and with title deed and land
certificates can be treated as housing that is owned by the householder.
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Housing type I: Housing owned by the household; Housing type II: Housing that is not owned by the household or
the ownership cannot be identified; Type I-a: Commercial housing (shanpin fang); Type I-b: Middle- and low-price commercial housing/affordable housing (zhong di jia shanpin fang/ jingji shiyong fang); Type I-c: Housing obtained as part
of the housing reform (fanggai fang); Type II-a: Public housing rental (gong zu fang); Type II-b: Original private housing
(yuanyou si fang); Type II-c: Private housing rental; Type II-d: Other housing that is not owned by the household
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