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A Living Wage, Overtime Work and China’s
Economic Sustainability

Li Zhongjin Chen Ying Qi Hao Xu Zhun

Abstract: This study, for the first time, estimates the living wage rate for China. We
find that China’s private enterprises have not paid their employees living wages, which
implies workers have to bear the cost of labor reproduction to a large extent. We argue
this cost is the social debt that China’s private enterprises owe their workers. The prob-
lems of underpayment and overwork, integral to the rise of China’s private sector, are
intertwined. As a result, the profitability of private enterprises is inflated; meanwhile,
domestic demand stagnates, inhibiting the transition to a sustainable model. Our find-
ings also highlight the private sector is much less profitable than the statecowned sector
if the social debts are taken into account. In addition, raising wage level to the living

wage rate will add to GDP by at least three to five percentages
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