
China has enjoyed spectacularly high GDP growth rates for over more than three 
decades, thanks to the massive economic, social and institutional reforms put in 
place during a period of intensifying globalization. The reforms, influenced by China’s 
accession bid to the WTO, took on the challenge of developing a socialist market eco-
nomy whilst increasingly integrating it with the global economy. 

While rapid growth and modernization were the key considerations of the economic 
reforms, policy initiatives were put in place to balance the “opening” of the economy 
with domestic labour and social development. The goal of full employment was central 
to China’s people-oriented development strategy, entailing reforms to labour policies 
and institutions that included the implementation of an active employment policy and 
the subsequent passing of the Employment Promotion Law. 

Much has been written about the successes of China’s growth and its economic 
reforms, but little is known about the concurrent social and labour market changes. This 
study provides a unique account of China’s move towards increased participation in the 
market economy and how the Government coped with the massive labour adjustments 
that came with the restructuring process.
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FOREWORD

China, now the second largest economy in the world, has seen spectacularly
high economic growth over a prolonged period of nearly three decades. This
high and sustained growth has been closely associated with massive economic,
social and institutional reforms and with China’s vision of its own “socialist
market economy”.

Since the start of the country’s reform process in the late 1970s, there have
indeed been significant changes in China’s economy. The country’s once planned
labour market is giving way to a market-oriented system. These reforms have
created a number of challenges. These include rising unemployment (it is esti-
mated that more than 10 million jobs need to be created each year), widening
income inequalities, addressing the needs of vulnerable groups – particularly
those who face difficulty in finding work –and the need to develop high-skilled
workers. In addition, the massive movement of workers seeking jobs in urban
areas needs to be managed. 

The signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between the Ministry of
Labour and Social Security – now Ministry of Human Resources and Social
Security (MoHRSS) – and the International Labour Office (ILO) in 2001 defined
a framework for cooperation, based on China’s national priorities and the ILO’s
Decent Work Agenda. This study is the result and one example of the fruitful
collaboration between the MoHRSS and the ILO to showcase China’s unique
experience in economic restructuring, labour market adjustments and employ-
ment creation over the period 1990–2010. 

Focussing on the formulation and implementation of China’s active 
employment policies in a fast-changing context, the study elaborates on the path
followed by the Chinese government to design, test and adapt its active em-
ployment policies. It shows how, building on successful results and lessons learnt,
these policies were gradually improved, scaled up and finally upgraded to 
legislation.

The active employment policies in China are systematic and comprehensive.
Their design assimilates good practices of the international experience in for-
mulating employment policies while adapting them to national circumstances.
Great achievements have been made and the adoption of the Employment
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Promotion Law in 2008 received wide applause from the international commu-
nity as well as the ILO. The Chinese experience is a good example of a successful
policy development process, spanning many years, addressing huge challenges
and devoting the necessary resources. We believe it can inspire many countries
who face similarly difficult employment situations.

Azita Berar Awad
Director

Employment Policy Department
ILO
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