Chinese women  face discrimination in the job market

As unemployment grows with the accession of China to the WTO, Chinese women are increasingly facing the problem of gender discrimination and unemployment. The following article from an official Chinese journal is interesting not only because it focuses on these problems, but also because it reflects the changing social ethos and perception of women as China embraces the market more firmly. 

By Yu Huaiqing

________________________________________________________________________
Female college students' bitter experiences 

ON the evening of 8 May, five female college students of a famous university in the city of Ji'nan felt depressed because they had difficulty finding jobs, so they went together to a restaurant near their university to drown their sorrows in drink. They ordered a bottle of liquor and five bottles of beer. They had never drunk wine before, and it did not take long for them to become intoxicated. Later, policemen found them lying on the street and sent them to a hospital. 

The five students began their search for jobs at the end of last year. In every recruitment examination, they had high scores, and they often passed many rounds of interviews. However, they never received any offers. With the coming of graduation, they were concerned and frustrated, which led them to a drinking binge. 

This case reflects the difficult situation female students are faced with when searching for employment. According to a survey conducted this year, it is still more difficult for female students to find jobs than it is for male students. Although the objective reason given for choosing a man over a woman is supply over demand, in practice gender discrimination is thought to be the real reason. Recently, the Women's Federation of  Jiangsu Province conducted a survey on the employment of female students of five universities in Nanjing. It found that 80% of female students had been refused by prospective employers because of gender discrimination, and 34.3% of female students had been refused many times. Although men and women are supposed to be equal in the workplace, some companies still persist in sexist practices, such as announcing publicly that they will only recruit men and giving men a higher priority in recruitment practices. Other companies will not hire women even though they do not carry out gender discrimination openly. 

Women facing difficulties in employment is not a new problem, but the predicament of female students shows the current severity of the problem. Female college students are more competent in the workplace than other women, and their troubles in finding employment allow people to see clearly the difficult position of confronting gender discrimination. 

35, even 28 is too old ! 

Yang Yannei, professor of public management at Tsinghua University, points out that difficulties in women's employment exist throughout the world. To solve the problem, some countries not only stipulate principles against gender discrimination in their constitutions and employment laws, but also specify measures to dispel gender discrimination in employment, such as offering professional training for women, adopting flexible employment policies and a social welfare system in favour of women, and giving preference (tax incentives and salary compensation) to employers who hire women, especially those middle-aged and above. In China, though some policies of giving incentives have been adopted for employment and a woman's insurance system has been carried out to reduce the cost of hiring women, there are still many difficulties existing in the employment of women. 

There are all kinds of reasons for this problem. First, the supply of labour exceeds the demand in China, which makes the competition in searching for employment fierce. Second, because China is still a developing country, the underdeveloped economy prevents China from giving incentives to enterprises to encourage them to hire women. Third, women are not as educated and skilled as men in China. 

In the past, women who were over 35 years old were often discriminated against. Many kinds of recruitment ads required female employees to be younger than 40, and some companies would not even look at a woman if she was 35. The women of this age group were often the first targets of a company when reducing the number of staff. 

However, the recent ads of some units or companies show that not only women over 40 are discriminated against, but so are fairly young women. Ms Fan, who is 28 this year, graduated from university after studying to be a secretary. She is endowed with both beauty and talent, and while she worked as a secretary in a realty company in Wuxi, her boss held a high opinion of her because of her good performance record. However in recent years, business was not good, and so Ms Fan thought that this would affect her career development. Therefore, she resigned without hesitation. But to her surprise, after searching for a new job for nearly half a year, she could not find suitable employment. A human resources director of a company in Wuxi told her, 'Your problem lies in your age.' Later, while filling out application forms for a few medium-sized companies, she changed her age to 26. After a week, she received interviews with three companies. Now, she is serving a probationary employment period in a trade company. 

The distance between the law and reality ,

It is lucky for Ms Fan that she was hired after changing her age. In fact, some businesses set strict limitations on the age of their female employees. They only want to hire women who are under 24 and unmarried or who are over 30 and married, the reason being women who are 24 to 30 often marry and have children, which in fringes on the time they spend at work. 

Zuo Xiangqi, an attorney who specialises in labour law in Beijing, says that it was not proper for Ms Fan to lie about her age because this will caused disorder in the employment market. Mr Zuo also says that these women who suffer discrimination, including the five students spoken of above, did not apply for arbitration or file a lawsuit. Even if they did, their application would not have been dealt with according to the current law, because discrimination in recruitment is not within the scope of disputes in labour arbitration. 

Mr Zuo points out that in the past China limited gender discrimination by reviewing recruitment ads. However, the policy of reviewing recruitment ads has been abolished in Beijing, and it is expected to be abolished throughout China in the future. Although women can get help from women's federations and the media, the help does not guarantee employment. In theory, the labour administration department could correct the problem by supervision, but proof of discrimination in employment is hard to provide and supervision cannot reach the aim of correction. 

When the Women's Federation of Jiangsu Province analysed the causes of women's difficulties in employment, a practical problem was discovered: China's constitution and the law on women's guaranteed rights stipulate that women shall enjoy equal employment opportunities and equal rights in choosing a job. But the fact is there are no practical methods or means stipulated to enforce equality. China has tough laws and regulations to guarantee women's rights in employment, yet these regulations are just principles, which do not give specific stipulations on legal duties, and therefore are not easy to apply in practice. Meanwhile, the insurance for childbearing expenses stipulated by the law is not carried out in reality. Companies refuse to hire unmarried women because they fear paying for the medical fees associated with childbirth. 

The possibility of change 

Protecting women's rights in employment and increasing the ratio of women employed is a difficult problem to solve. Professor Yang thinks that it will not be solved immediately, and general protection for women will not be attained in the short term. 'Currently, the central government creates policies and gives capital to the local government to provide women with professional training, guidance in employment and social insurance...  Also, the issue of flexible employment should be paid attention to, because it can reduce a woman's work time, thereby solving women's employment problems and permitting them to have time to look after their home. However, if the work time is reduced, medical treatment, pension and other social insurance should not be reduced. Thus, the rights of women who adopt flexible employment can be guaranteed.' 

In fact, a practice carried out by Guangdong Province has proved the feasibility of the opinion of Professor Yang. Recently, a survey by the Guangdong labour guarantee department showed that the percentage of unemployed women in Guangdong Province has dropped in past years. According to the record, 47% of women in the cities of Guangdong Province were unemployed at the end of last year. For the first time, the  number of unemployed men surpassed that of unemployed women. The policy of encouraging women to start a business and the incentives given for re-employment are thought to have greatly influenced the decrease. Also, the Guangdong government stipulated that re-employment centres should accept laid-off women workers who are over 35 first. Furthermore, the first women's federation branch labour market in China was founded in Guangzhou, which promotes women's employment. Developing professional training and improving the skills and education of women have also affected the employment ratio. The labour guarantee departments in Guangdong have organized technical training for 600,000 laid-off women workers since 1998, including free training for 250,000 women, and have found employment for 1.252 million women. 

Mr Zuo also thinks that women could actively organise an employment institute by themselves, using the power of unity to compete with employers to limit gender discrimination. Furthermore, the courts should interfere in cases where a woman's rights are violated. The current laws should be amended, putting discrimination in employment in the scope of labour disputes. Women who suffer discrimination could then correct the problem by arbitration and lawsuit. Certainly, it is necessary to enhance the supervision of employers. It is also very important to perfect law enforcement by attaching greater importance to labour supervision and guaranteeing sufficient personnel and equipment for labour supervision.

The above article was originally published in Women of China (August 2002). 
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