
Summary  
 

This dissertation studies income inequality in contemporary China. It asks two 

questions. Has the ongoing process of privatisation contributed to higher income 

inequality in China? How has income inequality influenced people’s physical and 

psychological wellbeing? 

The dissertation consists of three articles on income inequality in China, and 

answers three related research questions. First, what is the relation between the 

process of privatisation and increasing income inequality? Second, does rising 

income inequality have a negative impact on people’s physical health? Third, what 

is the relation between income inequality and subjective wellbeing? 

The first article looks at how the process of market transition, measured by 

privatisation, influences income inequality. The link between privatisation and 

income inequality operates via different factors such as education, occupation and 

the household registration system. The dissertation examines how these social 

factors generate income differences in diverse ways when the degree of 

privatisation varies. This is studied in the context of western China. Western 

China adopted a development strategy at the beginning of the 2000s. A central 

measure in this was the privatisation of parts of the state sector – the aim was to 

achieve higher productivity and efficiency as well as to reduce regional inequality. 

However, the study shows that income inequality is higher in regions with higher 

degrees of privatisation. Privatisation, through its effect on individual factors such 

as education, occupation and household registration, has a significant impact on 

income inequality. The relationship between individual position and income varies 

with the degree of privatisation in a prefecture. Furthermore, variation in income 

inequality is better captured when regional diversity is taken into account. 

In the second article, I ask whether income inequality has an impact on 

individual physical health. Health is measured by physical health indicators: blood 

pressure, waist-to-hip ratio, upper-arm muscle circumferences and overweightness. 

The study finds that income inequality is not a major determinant of health risks, 

and that a higher individual income does not reduce health risks. Further, the 

effects of education, occupation and household registration status on health vary 

with gender and health indicators.  

The epidemiologic transition theory is concerned with changes in the health-

mortality pattern, and claims that the major causes of mortality/health problems 

are not necessarily determined by income or income inequality. The findings of this 



dissertation suggest that the inequality-health debate in China should be moved 

forward. Instead of focusing only on income or income inequality in itself, more 

attention should be paid to China’s ongoing epidemiologic transition. Moreover, it 

is important to promote discussions about a sustainable healthcare system that 

can adapt to the rapid demographic and epidemiologic changes in China. 

The thesis also explores the relation between subjective wellbeing and income 

inequality. The third article focuses on older adults in China. Low mortality and 

low fertility is leading to a rapidly aging population in China. The wellbeing of 

older adults is a current and highly relevant topic. Older adults have experienced 

major changes throughout their lifetimes. Although overall living standards have 

improved, the wellbeing of the elderly has declined. The study confirms that 

economic development is associated with higher wellbeing for older adults in China, 

whereas increased income inequality is correlated with declining wellbeing. The 

impact of income inequality on wellbeing differs between urban and rural citizens, 

and between people with different income levels.  

While privatisation is correlated with a higher level of inequality, the 

relationship between inequality and health is not so straightforward. A higher 

degree of inequality is not correlated with higher probabilities of having physical 

health risks. However, inequality has a negative impact on individuals’ subjective 

wellbeing, at least in the case of older adults in China.  

The dissertation examines a set of factors that are connected with income 

inequality in China, and highlights social complexities that are connected to 

regional differences, as well as to different social factors such as education, 

occupation and household registration status. A comprehensive understanding of 

inequality in contemporary China is needed, especially in the current Chinese 

context, where rapid socioeconomic, epidemiologic and demographic transitions 

are taking place. 

 

 

 

 
 


