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ABSTRACT: Covid-19 has affected everyone in China, but not equally. Previous studies have mostly focused 
on the more severe income loss experienced by socio-economically disadvantaged groups during the 
pandemic, ignoring income disparities within elite groups. Using data from the 2021 Chinese General Social 
Survey, this paper finds that administrative elites experienced relatively less income loss during the pandemic, 
while market elites faced more severe losses, even exceeding those of the non-elite group. The disparity 
between the two elite groups in their resilience to income risk, represented by the type of pay, is an important 
mechanism behind their divergence in income loss. Additionally, in regions where the redistribution system 
was further strengthened, the income losses of administrative elites decreased further, while in areas with 
more severe market closures, the income losses of market elites increased further. This study enhances our 
understanding of the heterogeneity within China’s elites and the tension between the market system and the 
redistribution system in contemporary China.
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Introduction

As one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, 
Covid-19 has claimed the lives of more than 7 million people 
worldwide since its first outbreak.1 The impact of the pandemic 
nevertheless extended far beyond the realm of public health. 
Research has shown that Covid-19 brought about various social 
consequences, including macroeconomic decline, increased 
unemployment, exacerbated racism, and divergence in satisfaction 
with the government (Brodeur et al. 2021; Elias et al. 2021; Wu et al. 
2021).

At the individual level, one of the most significant socioeconomic 
impacts of Covid-19 is loss of income. Research conducted in 
various corners of the world has yielded consistent findings: overall, 
people’s incomes have suffered loss during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
but those with lower socioeconomic status suffered more (Almeida 
et al. 2021; Brewer and Tasseva 2021; Kansiime et al. 2021). Similar 
Matthew effect2 was also found in China. Scholars have shown that 
Chinese individuals in more advantageous socioeconomic positions 
experienced smaller losses during the pandemic (Qian and Fan 2020; 

Zhang et al. 2022). Moreover, Covid-19 introduced a risk of falling 
back into poverty for Chinese workers, especially migrant workers 
(Ranjan 2021).

However, little attention has been paid to the disparities in income 
loss among socio-economically advantaged groups, i.e., the elites, 
in China during Covid-19. We argue that it is a topic of particular 
significance, for elites in China are highly heterogeneous in terms 
of their sources of advantage, which, more importantly, reflects the 
tension between the redistribution system and the market system in 
contemporary China.

The term “elite” refers to social groups that occupy dominant 
positions in a specific social structure (Li, Qin, and Chen 2012). Since 
the power of elites emanates from the dominance structure within 
their society, the categorisation of elites in a society should be based 

(corresponding author)

1. World Health Organisation, “Number of Covid-19 Deaths Reported to WHO,” https://
data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/deaths (accessed on 9 September 2024).

2. The Matthew effect refers to accumulated (dis)advantage in society. It suggests that 
those who start with a (dis)advantage will accrue more of that (dis)advantage. Merton 
(1968) first introduced this concept to social sciences.

https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/deaths
https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/deaths
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on its dominance structure. A widely accepted theory regarding the 
categorisation of elites in China is proposed by Liu (2018, 2021), who 
bases elite typology on the property rights system and its relationship 
with state power, proposing a classification of elites and explaining 
the differences in the mechanisms through which different elites 
attain their status.

In today’s China, there are two major types of property rights: 
one is public ownership prevailing in the public sector, where the 
redistribution system holds sway, and the other is private ownership 
prevailing in the private sector, where the market system predominates. 
Liu further points out that in the public sector, the major dominance 
structure is based on the authority of the redistribution system; people 
who occupy mid- to high-level positions within this dominance 
structure are then referred to as administrative elites.3 In the private 
sector, the main dominance structure is based on contracts voluntarily 
agreed upon under the rules of the market system; people who occupy 
mid- to high-level positions within this dominance structure are then 
referred to as market elites. Administrative elites mainly consist of 
individuals engaged in managerial roles or holding administrative-level 
positions within Party and government agencies, public institutions, 
and state-owned enterprises (SOEs), while market elites primarily refer 
to private business owners as well as higher-ranking managers and 
professionals in the private sector.

From a historical perspective, in the planned economy era of 
China, all elites were administrative elites, for the dominance 
structure in Chinese society then revolved solely around the public 
sector and the redistribution system. Market elites only started to 
appear in China after the introduction of the market economy (Nee 
1989). Many studies have pointed out that the tension between the 
redistribution system and the market system is one of the central 
conflicts throughout China’s transition process (Walder 2003; Walder 
and He 2014). Since administrative elites and market elites hold top 
positions in the two systems, respectively, the disparities between 
these two groups reflect tensions between the redistribution system 
and the market system, making it a crucial issue in China studies.

Returning to the scenario of Covid-19, unlike many other 
countries, for almost three years during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
China adhered to policies of “dynamic zero-Covid” characterised 
by strictly implemented lockdowns and quarantine measures, mass 
testing, and other hard restrictive measures (Burki 2022; Ioannidis, 
Zonta, and Levitt 2023). The execution of these strict measures 
protected the lives and health of Chinese people but simultaneously 
constrained the production, logistics, and trade of companies, which 
in turn obstructed the functioning of the market system. Under such 
circumstances, a secure, guaranteed income stream would become 
the only effective means of preventing income loss, which is precisely 
what was provided by the increasingly strengthened redistribution 
system during the pandemic and was enjoyed by the administrative 
elites. Consequently, the two types of elites may have experienced 
vastly different degrees of income loss during Covid-19.

Against this background, this study seeks to address the following 
questions: With the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, how have the 
degrees of income loss for market and administrative elites differed? 
What factors could explain the mechanism behind their divergent 
paths? We will use data from the 2021 wave of the Chinese General 
Social Survey and employ various econometrics models to investigate 

these questions. This study is not only a forerunner in unravelling 
disparities in income loss among China’s elites during Covid-19, but 
also reveals changes in power between the redistribution system and 
the market system, as well as between the public sector and private 
sector in China during the pandemic.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

As mentioned above, this study aims to explore differences in the 
income losses of the two types of elites in China during the Covid-19 
pandemic. This primarily involves understanding the different 
capacities of administrative elites and market elites to safeguard their 
incomes from adverse effects (Standing 1995), which can be termed 
their resilience to income risks or the security of their income.

Generally speaking, both administrative and market elites, by 
virtue of their elite status, typically enjoy higher incomes compared 
to the non-elite group when both the redistribution system and the 
market system operate normally (Bian and Zhang 2002; Chen and 
Tian 2007). They experienced noticeable income improvements 
throughout the process of economic reform relative to other groups 
in Chinese society, with market elites benefitting even more (Li 
2019). At the same time, for both administrative and market elites, 
their prestigious social status and abundant capital have endowed 
them with a greater capacity to cope with the daily fluctuations in 
the market and society. However, as mentioned in the introduction, 
the advantages of administrative and market elites originate from 
entirely different systems. Therefore, their risk resilience in income 
stems from different institutional logics.

For administrative elites, their income security emanates from the 
stable salary provided by the redistribution system, which allows 
them to “weather the storm” as long as the system itself remains 
stable (Liu and Ma 2016). Fundamentally, the source of resilience to 
income risks for administrative elites lies in the fact that the powerful 
redistribution system can continuously extract resources and 
allocate them to its elite members despite various external shocks, 
including fluctuations in the economy or epidemics/pandemics such 
as Covid-19. As long as the redistribution system remains in place, 
which is the case in China, administrative elites will consistently 
maintain a high level of resilience to income risks.

On the other hand, the source of income security for market 
elites is vastly different. While an individual market elite sometimes 
experiences considerable income loss (Tan and Li 2018), the average 
income of market elites has never experienced an overall decline 
since the onset of marketisation (Ci, Liu, and Han 2021). Even 
under the global financial crisis in 2008, market elites in China as a 
whole continued to make a profit (Ju, Lu, and Yu 2013). This suggests 
that, under normal circumstances, market elites as a group possess 
considerable resilience to income risks.

We argue that the sources of resilience to income risks of the 
market elites can be summarised into two factors. First, market 
elites generally possess entrepreneurial skills. They tend to have 

3. Scholars in China also define this group as “state elites,” “bureaucratic elites,” or 
“political elites.” In this paper, we use the term “administrative elite” because it is 
more commonly used to refer to elites employed within the state system and public 
sectors in the global context (Suleiman 2015).

ARTICLES



China Perspectives 2024 • Issue: 139 49 48    China Perspectives 2024 • Issue: 139

strong innovative abilities, and are good at identifying and seizing 
market opportunities (Amsden, DiCaprio, and Robinson 2012). 
Consequently, when faced with market fluctuations, market elites are 
adept at finding new growth points (Solimano and Avanzini 2012). 
Additionally, when facing difficulties, market elites are often prone 
to find alternative solutions and navigate challenges through various 
innovative means. Therefore, even amidst market volatility, market 
elites still have advantages in terms of resilience to income risks 
compared with other groups.

Second, due to their typically high income under normal 
circumstances, market elites tend to accumulate various types of 
assets over time, including real estate and financial securities for 
example (Standing 2008). These assets can all generate income 
for their owners. In effect, research has shown that the share of 
labour income in the total income of market elites is decreasing; 
instead, their income is increasingly dependent on capital gains 
and investment returns (Nau 2013). Therefore, even when market 
conditions are unfavourable, and their labour income or business 
performance suffers, market elites can rely on their income from 
investments, such as rent, interest, and dividends, to maintain their 
total income without significant decline.

However, the effectiveness of these two sources of income security 
for market elites depends on a well-functioning and relatively 
prosperous market system. On the one hand, the overall prosperity 
of the market ensures a long-term trend of economic growth. Only in 
the context of sustained economic growth can various industries and 
capital markets remain prosperous, enabling market elites to earn 
high incomes either through their exceptional performance in their 
respective industries or through capital gains. On the other hand, 
in a well-functioning market, although there are periodic market 
fluctuations, their magnitude is generally not too significant, and it is 
unlikely that all industries will experience simultaneous fluctuations 
in the same direction. In other words, when some industries are 
underperforming, other industries will often be thriving. This provides 
market elites with the opportunity to apply their entrepreneurial skills 
and innovative capabilities to seek opportunities in other industries 
when their own industry is struggling.

Since the 1990s, China maintained economic growth rates of over 
6% for many years, a remarkable feat in world economic history. 
Despite occasional market fluctuations, the period from market 
reform to the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic witnessed mostly 
small-scale and cyclical market volatility. In most cases, different 
industries did not simultaneously experience upswings or downturns 
but rather exhibited substantial differentiation (Gan, Zheng, and Yu 
2011). Therefore, before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
even though individual market elites sometimes experienced ups and 
downs, the market conditions in China supported the market elites, 
as a whole, in maintaining their income security.

However, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the prerequisite 
for maintaining the income security of market elites – namely, a 
prosperous and well-functioning market system – no longer existed. 
First, China’s economic growth decelerated substantially during 
Covid-19: GDP growth rate dropped from 6% in 2019 to 2.2% in 
2020, the lowest since 1978. Second, due to the pathogenicity of 
the Covid-19 virus itself and China’s stringent pandemic control 
measures, the market system experienced sustained and significant 

downturns and even came to a halt at certain times and places 
(Ke and Hsiao 2022). Most industries simultaneously experienced 
substantial declines, except for a few related to epidemic prevention, 
such as medicine (He et al. 2021). As a result, during the Covid-19 
pandemic, the resilience to income risks of market elites is likely 
to have significantly decreased. Empirical research has confirmed 
that, during the Covid-19 pandemic in China, investment returns 
decreased compared to pre-pandemic levels (Zhang, Hu, and Ji 
2020). This further suggests that during the pandemic, the income 
security of market elites in China was likely weakened.

Conversely, the sources of income security for administrative elites, 
which derived from the power of the redistribution system, remained 
largely unaffected. Furthermore, the nationwide mobilisation among 
government and other state sectors to tackle the pandemic indicates 
that the public sector was allocated more resources than usual during 
the pandemic (Ouyang, Zheng, and Cheng 2020), therefore reinforcing 
the strength of the redistribution system. In summary, the conditions 
supporting the resilience to income risks of market elites, which is 
provided by a smoothly operating market, were significantly damaged 
or even ceased to exist during the Covid-19 pandemic in China. Thus, 
stable salaries, which are provided by the redistribution system, became 
the only pillar supporting income security, something that administrative 
elites have but market elites lack. As a result, the extent of income loss 
for the two types of elites are likely to have diverged significantly. Based 
on the above analysis, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Compared to market elites, administrative elites 
suffered less income loss during the Covid-19 pandemic.

As mentioned earlier, the redistribution system offers strong protection 
against income loss. As a result, administrative elites, who occupy high 
positions in the redistribution system, have the strongest resilience 
against income loss among all social groups in China. As for the non-
elite group, they mainly consist of employees of certain organisations 
and agricultural labourers. On the one hand, employees often have 
labour contracts and social insurance, which provided them with some 
protection against income loss during the pandemic. On the other hand, 
even during the pandemic, because people still needed an adequate 
food supply, and combined with the local economy in rural areas, 
agriculture has not experienced significant downturn (Shao and Zhou 
2024). Additionally, because farmers have their own land, they did 
not face as much risk of bankruptcy during the pandemic, which also 
helped to prevent a significant drop in their income (Bai, Cao, and Liu 
2022). In summary, while the protection against income loss available 
to non-elite groups may not be as strong as that of administrative elites, 
they still possess several means to mitigate the extent of their income 
loss. However, the majority of market elites are entrepreneurs who 
lack the protection and buffer provided by labour contracts and social 
insurance. As business owners, they have to bear the consequences 
of their enterprises’ profits and losses, and they thus faced the direct 
impact of general market downturns in almost all non-agricultural 
industries and even market halts during the pandemic. Therefore, the 
extent to which the income of market elites was damaged was likely 
to be not only higher than that of administrative elites, but even higher 
than that of the non-elite group. Therefore, we proposed the following 
two hypotheses:

Qingyi Zhao and Haijun Shi – Different Privileges, Divergent Paths
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Hypothesis 2: Compared to non-elite groups, administrative elites 
experienced less income loss during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Hypothesis 3: Compared to non-elite groups, market elites suffered 
greater income loss during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Data, variables, and statistical models

Data

This study uses data from the 2021 wave of the China General 
Social Survey (CGSS) for analysis. As one of China’s earliest 
nationwide, comprehensive, and continuing academic survey 
projects, CGSS employs a combination of multi-stage stratified 
sampling and face-to-face interviews, widely acknowledged in 
academia for its data quality. Despite being conducted during 
the Covid-19 pandemic in 2021, the survey systematically and 
comprehensively collected information at multiple levels from 
samples drawn from 19 provinces.

Given that the focus of this paper is the difference in income loss 
between the two types of elites, as well as their respective differences 
relative to non-elite groups during Covid-19, non-working individuals 
such as retirees, the long-term unemployed, and students were 
excluded from the analysis.4 Then, to more accurately identify the two 
elite types, we removed from the sample the respondents who were 
simultaneously classified as administrative elites and market elites or 
those who themselves were classified as one type of elite while their 
spouses were classified as the other type of elite. After these steps, 4,355 
out of 8,148 observations were removed from the sample. Finally, 
observations with incomplete information on the variables of interest 
were removed, resulting in an analytical sample of 3,607 individuals.

Variables

Outcome variable: Extent of income loss 

This variable is measured by a question in CGSS 2021 asking the 
respondents, “How has the income of your family changed compared 
to that before Covid-19?” Without changing the distribution pattern, 
we recoded it into a five-point variable with values ranging from -2 
to 2, which is treated as a continuous variable, with higher numerical 
values indicating more severe income loss.

Main explanatory variables: Elite type 

As outlined in the introduction, we define administrative elites 
as individuals who occupy managerial roles or hold administrative-
level positions within Party and government organisations, public 
institutions, or SOEs; as for market elites, apart from private business 
owners, senior managers and professionals working in the private 
sector are also treated as part of this group for their high level of 
authority and autonomy in the workplace. These definitions are 
not only proposed by Liu (2021) but are also widely used in other 
studies of elites in China (Lü and Fan 2016; Zhu 2017).

Control variables

This study incorporates several factors that potentially affect 
income loss during the Covid-19 pandemic as control variables 
in the model. These factors include gender (1 = male, 0 = female), 
hukou 戶口 type (1 = non-agricultural, 0 = agricultural), place of 

residence (1 = urban, 0 = rural), housing status (1 = houseowner, 0 = 
non-houseowner), CCP membership (1 = CCP member, 0 = non-CCP 
member), marital status (1 = married, 0 = unmarried), as well as years 
of education, age, social support, health status, household income 
(logarithmic), and subjective class identification. Additionally, we 
controlled for regional fixed effects and whether the individual was 
located in the epicentre of the pandemic, Hubei Province.

Model setting

This study focuses on examining the income loss experienced by 
different elite groups during the Covid-19 pandemic. The outcome 
variable, “Income Loss,” was treated as a continuous variable, 
and multiple linear regressions (ordinary least squares, OLS) were 
employed for analysis:

Income_Lossi = a1 + ß  • Elite_Statusi + qXi + ɛi

In the equations above, Income_Lossi represents the extent of 
income loss experienced by individual i during the pandemic. Elite_
Statusi denotes whether individual i belongs to the market elite, 
administrative elite, or non-elite group. Xi represents a set of control 
variables. ɛi represents the error term. The remaining Greek letters 
represent the regression coefficients. Of particular interest are the 
coefficients for elite status (ß), which are used to test our hypotheses.

Research findings

Cross-year variations in income among different elite 
groups

First, this paper provides a descriptive analysis of the absolute 
variations of personal income among market elites, administrative 
elites, and the non-elite group using data from the 2015, 2018, and 
2021 waves of the Chinese General Social Survey. While CGSS is 
not a longitudinal survey, meaning that it does not survey the same 
respondents across waves, its nationwide representativeness renders the 
observed trends meaningful as a reference. As illustrated in Figure 1, in 
2015 and 2018, the income levels of administrative elites and market 
elites were relatively close, with the latter slightly higher than the former, 
while both types of elites significantly out-earned the non-elite groups.5

However, in 2021, after over a year of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
market elites experienced a substantial decline in their income, in stark 
contrast to administrative elites, who maintained income growth as in 
previous years. These empirical findings provided initial evidence for 
the research questions in this paper, suggesting that during Covid-19, 
there may have been a pronounced divergence in income loss among 
the different elites.
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4. We also brought individuals who lost their jobs during the Covid-19 pandemic back 
into our analytical sample for a robustness check, controlling for their reason for 
unemployment. It turns out that the directions and significance levels of the regression 
coefficients for our primary variables of interest remained unchanged.

5. Although CGSS 2015 and CGSS 2018 were conducted across 28 provincial units, 
the analysis was confined to the 19 provincial units covered by CGSS 2021 to ensure 
comparability.
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Figure 1. Income variations among different elite groups, 2015-2021

Source: CGSS 2015, CGSS 2018, and CGSS 2021.

Descriptive statistics

The descriptive statistics for the variables are presented in Table 1. 
First, it was evident that, on average, Chinese households experienced 
income loss during the pandemic. In the sample, approximately 5% 
were classified as market elites, while over 6% were categorised as 
administrative elites. Furthermore, when summarising the income loss 
in different groups, administrative elites experienced significantly less 
income loss compared to non-elites (0.040 vs. 0.398), while market 
elites, who had exhibited the fastest income growth before Covid-19, 
found it more challenging to safeguard their income compared to 
non-elites in the pandemic (0.606 vs 0.398).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and mean difference test

Panel A descriptive statistics
Variables Mean SD Min Max
Income loss 0.386 0.840 -2 2
Market elite 0.050 0.218 0 1
Administrative elite 0.063 0.242 0 1
Years of education 10.23 4.366 0 19
Male 0.535 0.499 0 1
Age 46.09 13.54 18 89    
CCP member 0.121 0.326 0 1
Homeowner 0.954 0.210 0 1
Log (household income) 10.97 1.719 0 16.12
Urban residence 0.442 0.497 0 1
Married 0.772 0.419 0 1
Non-agricultural hukou 0.380 0.485 0 1
Class identification 4.304 1.805 1 10
Health status 3.695 0.973 1 5
Social support 2.335 0.867 1 5
Epidemic centre 0.070 0.254 0 1
N 3,607 3,607 3,607 3,607

Panel B mean difference test

Testing 
method

Outcome 
variable

Non-elite 
group

Administrative 
elites

Market 
elites Difference

T-test of  
mean 

difference

Extent of 
income 

loss

0.398 
0.398

0.040  
0.606

0.358*** 
-0.208***

Note: ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.
Source: CGSS 2021.

Baseline regressions

The results of the baseline regressions are presented in Table 2. 
Model 1 included only control variables, Model 2 contrasted market 
and administrative elites with non-elite groups within the same 
regression, and Model 3 contrasted the two types of elites directly 
after dropping respondents of the non-elite group from the sample. 
In Model 1, individuals with higher levels of education, older age, 
Communist Party membership, higher family income, non-agricultural 
hukou, stronger social support, better health, and higher subjective 
class identification experienced less income loss during the pandemic, 
echoing prior research findings that disadvantaged groups suffered 
more during Covid-19 (Almeida et al. 2021).

Controlling for the above factors, Models 2 and 3 revealed 
that, compared to the non-elite group, market elites experienced 
significantly greater income loss during the pandemic. In contrast, 
administrative elites experienced significantly lower income loss 
compared with either market elites or the non-elite group. Hence, 
hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were all supported.

Table 2. Income loss experienced by different types of elites during Covid-19

Variables
Model 1 Model 2 

Income loss
Model 3

Market elite vs non-elite 0.241***
(0.077)

Administrative elite vs non-elite -0.192***
(0.049)

Administrative elite vs market elite -0.448***
(0.097)

Years of education -0.013*** 
(0.004)

-0.011*** 
(0.004)

-0.038** 
(0.019)

Male 0.032 
(0.028)

0.031 
(0.027)

-0.052 
(0.086)

Age -0.005*** 
(0.001)

-0.005*** 
(0.001)

0.003 
(0.005)

CCP member -0.101** 
(0.040)

-0.064 
(0.040)

0.038 
(0.083)

Household income (logarithmic) -0.028*** 
(0.011)

-0.027*** 
(0.011)

-0.022 
(0.030)

Urban residence -0.041 
(0.035)

-0.039 
(0.035)

0.219 
(0.138)

Married 0.115*** 
(0.033)

0.116*** 
(0.033)

0.031 
(0.111)

Homeowner 0.024 
(0.065)

0.030 
(0.065)

0.167 
(0.181)

Non-agricultural hukou -0.152*** 
(0.035)

-0.147*** 
(0.035)

0.116 
(0.117)

Epidemic centre 0.233*** 
(0.063)

0.226*** 
(0.063)

0.265 
(0.250)

Health status -0.036** 
(0.015)

-0.039*** 
(0.015)

-0.027 
(0.051)

Social support -0.222*** 
(0.017)

-0.221*** 
(0.017)

-0.149*** 
(0.052)

Class identification -0.025*** 
(0.008)

-0.025*** 
(0.008)

-0.023 
(0.028)

Region Controlled Controlled Controlled

Constant 1.684*** 
(0.169)

1.640*** 
(0.169)

1.439** 
(0.566)

N 3,607 3,607 406
R2 0.102 0.109 0.177
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1; same below.
Source: CGSS 2021.
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To ensure the robustness of our findings, we conducted a series of 
robustness checks. First, we utilised inverse probability weighting to 
mitigate sample selection bias. After employing the weights, we re-
ran Model 2 in Table 2 and found that, while controlling for other 
factors, the extent of income loss for market elites increased by 0.259 
(p < 0.01) compared to non-elites, whereas administrative elites 
experienced a decrease in income loss of 0.230 (p < 0.01), which 
confirms our findings.

Additionally, we replaced the core explanatory variables to check 
the robustness of the findings. Specifically, if the differences of 
income loss observed in the survey are truly due to differences in the 
market system and the redistribution system during Covid-19, the 
findings in the baseline regression should still hold if we expand the 
analysis from comparing the two types of elites to comparing all state 
sector employees and private sector labourers (including the self-
employed). Indeed, we found that state sector employees in general 
experienced significantly lower income loss during the pandemic 
compared to others (ß = -0.301, p < 0.01), while the private sector 
employees suffered notably higher income loss compared to others  
(ß = 0.459, p < 0.01).

Finally, since the outcome variable in our study is of an ordinal 
nature, we replaced OLS with the Ordinal Logistic Model and 
repeated the analysis in Table 2. The directions and significance levels 
of the core explanatory variables all remained the same as in baseline 
regression, reaffirming the robustness of our findings.

Moderation and mediation

Based on the above findings, we moved further to discussing the 
moderating and mediating mechanisms behind the difference in 
income loss for the two types of elites. First, as previously discussed, 
during the Covid-19 pandemic in China, the weakening of the market 
system left the redistribution system as the sole institutional support 
for income security. Following this logic, in places where the closure 
of the market system was more severe, market elites might suffer 
more severe income loss; on the other hand, in places where the 
redistribution system was further strengthened, administrative elites 
should be better protected from income loss.

To test the above logic, we first used the decline in foreign trade 
(provincial level) as an indicator of the extent of regional market 
closure during the pandemic (Chen 2020; Wang and Zhang 2020) 
and performed a moderating analysis as shown in Model 2 in  
Table 3. The results showed that, in places where there was a greater 
decline in foreign trade, market elites experienced more severe 
income loss, which aligned with our prediction. For the places more 
severely affected by Covid-19 (measured by the number of Covid-19 
infections in each city), administrative elites experienced even smaller 
income loss, as Model 3 in Table 3 shows. This can be attributed 
to the fact that the state would employ administrative measures to 
direct more resources toward areas where the pandemic was more 
severe, thereby strengthening the redistribution system’s capacity to 
allocate resources and mobilise social forces. Consequently, in areas 
with more severe outbreaks of Covid-19, the enhanced redistribution 
system likely granted administrative elites greater income security, 
which was proven by statistical analysis.

Next, we introduced “type of pay” as a mediating variable to 
further explain how varying levels of resilience to income risks 

contributed to differences in income loss among different elites 
during the pandemic. As mentioned in the previous section, we 
believe that the stable salary provided by the redistribution system 
became the sole support for income security during Covid-19. Now, 
we will directly test whether it plays a pivotal role in explaining the 
difference in income loss between market elites and administrative 
elites. Drawing on existing research (Li, Liu, and Chu 2018), we 
categorised pay types into fixed pay (including “fixed monthly 
salary” and “fixed annual salary”) and non-fixed pay (including “base 
salary plus performance,” “hourly wage,” and so on). The former is 
generally considered to be associated with a higher level of resilience 
to income risk, while the latter is viewed as indicating a lower level 
of resilience to income risk (He and Long 2011). Subsequently, 
we employed the commonly used stepwise regression method for 
mediation analysis (Baron and Kenny 1986). The results, as shown 
in Model 1, 4, and 5 in Table 3, indicate that administrative elites 
are more likely than market elites to receive fixed pay. Moreover, 
the stronger the resilience to income risk represented by fixed pay, 
the lower the extent of income loss during the pandemic. Moreover, 
compared with Model 1, with the addition of the mediating variable 
in Model 5, both the absolute value and significance level of the 
coefficients for the two kinds of elites significantly decreased. This 
suggests that type of pay plays a partial mediating role between 
elite type and the extent of income loss. The findings above suggest 
that access to the income security of fixed pay, which was provided 
by the redistribution system, was a key factor in the divergent 
income losses of different elites during the pandemic. Also, the KHB 
decomposition6 for mediation effect showed essentially the same 
results, indicating that the type of pay played a mediating role of 31% 
and 34% between elite status and income loss for administrative 
elites and market elites, respectively, as shown in Table 4.

Further analysis: Spousal factors and income volatility

Incorporating spousal factors

In the baseline regressions section, the explanatory variables were 
operationalised using individual-level employment status, while the 
outcome variable is household income loss. This was due to data 
limitations, but we believe that it does not fundamentally challenge 
our findings, because individual income and household income are 
highly correlated. Individual characteristics can significantly impact 
household income, and changes in household income can effectively 
reflect changes in individual income (Wang and Zhou 2010). In this 
section, nevertheless, we will explore whether our findings hold from 
a more detailed perspective by incorporating the elite status of the 
spouse.

Specifically, we first restricted the analytical sample to 2,069 
individuals who were married to spouses who were also employed. 
Then, we conducted a series of statistical analyses, the results of 
which are shown in Table 5. 
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Table 3. Moderation and mediation mechanism of income loss experienced by different types of elites during Covid-19

Variables Model 1 
Income loss

Model 2 
Income loss

Model 3 
Income loss

Model 4 
Fixed pay

Model 5 
Income loss

Market elite vs non-elite 0.241*** 
(0.077)

0.355*** 
(0.090)

0.239*** 
(0.078)

-1.887*** 
(0.288)

0.167** 
(0.078)

Administrative elite vs non-elite -0.192*** 
(0.049)

-0.167*** 
(0.056)

-0.187*** 
(0.049)

0.985*** 
(0.181)

-0.126** 
(0.049)

Foreign trade decline rate -0.209 
(0.238)

Market elite × foreign trade decline rate 1.943** 
(0.903)

Administrative elite ×  
foreign trade decline rate

0.528 
(0.526)

Severity of Covid-19 0.001 
(0.004)

Market elite ×
severity of Covid-19

0.002 
(0.014)

Administrative elite × severity of Covid-19 -0.011** 
(0.005)

 

Fixed pay -0.282*** 
(0.031)

Region Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled
Control variables Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled Controlled

Constant 1.640*** 
(0.169)

1.633*** 
(0.169)

1.642*** 
(0.169)

-2.680*** 
(0.524)

1.654*** 
(0.165)

N 3,607 3,607 3,607 3,607 3,607
R2 / Pseudo R2 0.109 0.111 0.109 0.178 0.127
Note: Model 4 is the Logit model with Pseudo R2; control variables are the same as in Table 2, same below. Source: CGSS 2021.

Table 4. KHB decomposition for the mediating effect

Outcome variable Income loss
Control variables Same as baseline regression

Mediating variable Type of pay (fixed pay or not)
Explanatory variables Market elite Administrative elite

Total effect 0.241*** -0.192***
Direct effect 0.167** -0.126**

Indirect effect 0.074*** -0.066***
Contribution rate 30.53% 34.39%

Source: CGSS 2021.

Table 5. Family elite structure and household income loss during Covid-19

Variables Model 1
Income loss

Model 2
Income loss

Market elite family vs non-elite family 0.241*** 
(0.088)

Administrative elite family vs non-elite family -0.201*** 
(0.056)

Double market elite family vs non-elite family 0.379** 
(0.188)

Single market elite family vs non-elite family 0.200** 
(0.098)

Single administrative elite family vs non-elite family -0.185*** 
(0.061)

Double administrative elite family vs non-elite family -0.286*** 
(0.068)

Region Controlled Controlled
Control variables Controlled Controlled

Constant 2.116*** 
(0.222)

2.111*** 
(0.222)

N 2,069 2,069
R2 0.124 0.125
Source: CGSS 2021.
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Model 1 demonstrated that if at least one spouse in the family 
was an administrative (or market) elite (we refer to such families 
as market/administrative elite family), the degree of household 
income loss decreased (or increased). This reaffirms the robustness 
of the results in the baseline regressions, in other words that 
administrative (or market) elites experienced less (or more) income 
loss compared to non-elites. Model 2, however, offered new 
insights. Comparing households where one person in the family 
was a market/administrative elite (referred to as a single market/
administrative elite family) to households where both spouses 
were market/administrative elites (referred to as a double market/
administrative elite family), the latter type of household was more/
less likely to experience income loss. In other words, there appears 
to be a certain “gradational effect” in both the protective effect of 
administrative elites and the detrimental effect of market elites on 
household income.

Revisiting income volatility

In the baseline regressions section, we treated the outcome variable 
as a continuous spectrum of income loss and conducted analyses 
using multiple linear regressions. However, this approach does not 
allow exploration of the direction of income volatility experienced 
by different elites and the non-elite group during the pandemic. To 
address this question, the outcome variable was recoded as follows: 
“increased significantly” and “increased slightly” were recoded as 
“income improvement”; “decreased significantly” and “decreased 
slightly” were recoded as “income deterioration”; and “remained the 
same as before the pandemic” was categorised as “income stability.” 
Furthermore, using income stability as the reference category, a 
multinomial logistic regression model was estimated, the results of 
which are presented in Table 6.

Compared to the non-elite group, market elites had a significantly 
higher likelihood of experiencing income deterioration compared 
to keeping their income stable during the Covid-19 pandemic. In 
contrast, administrative elites had a significantly lower likelihood 
of experiencing income deterioration, which aligns perfectly 
with the findings in the baseline regressions. Worth noting is that, 
in comparison to the non-elite group, the likelihood of income 
improvement among administrative elites appears to have no 
significant difference, but the likelihood of income improvement 
among market elites is significantly higher.

Combining the results from the baseline regressions, the following 
conclusions can be drawn: market elites experienced significant 
income volatility during Covid-19, and they were less likely to 
maintain a stable income compared to other groups. On average, 
market elites experienced significant income losses during the 
pandemic. However, there was a small subset of market elites who 
capitalised on unique business opportunities during the pandemic, 
resulting in income improvement. Specifically, in the analytical 
sample, the ratio of market elites with income deterioration to those 
with income stability is 1.6, which is significantly higher than the 
corresponding ratios for administrative elites (0.15) and the non-
elite group (0.67). On the other hand, the ratio of entrepreneurs 
with income improvement to those with income stability is 0.4, also 
significantly higher than the corresponding ratios for administrative 
elites (0.13) and the non-elite group (0.15).

The findings from the multinomial logistic regression model 
indicate that, even in the most adverse market conditions, when 
the majority of market elites were experiencing losses, a portion of 
market elites managed to seize and exploit opportunities that were 
not readily available to other social groups, primarily by leveraging 
their entrepreneurial skills, as mentioned in the theoretical 
background section.

Table 6. Multinomial logit model for income volatility of different 
elite groups during Covid-19

Variables Reference category = income stability
Income improvement Income deterioration

Market elite vs  
non-elite

0.825*** 
(0.259)

0.939*** 
(0.176)

Administrative elite vs 
non-elite

-0.174 
(0.247)

-1.160*** 
(0.234)

Region Controlled Controlled

Control variables Controlled Controlled

Constant
-2.329*** 
(0.788)

2.531*** 
(0.447)

N 3,607 3,607

Pseudo R2 0.076 0.076
Source: CGSS 2021.

Conclusion and discussions

The Covid-19 pandemic has had crucial social impact in China, 
but the impact was not equal for everyone. Existing research has 
demonstrated that vulnerable populations suffered disproportionately 
severe income loss during the pandemic. However, there has been 
a lack of studies regarding the heterogeneity of income loss within 
elite groups amidst the pandemic. Building upon this gap in the 
literature, this study focused on the difference in income loss among 
administrative elites and market elites during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
We argue that while both types of elites typically enjoy a high level 
of resilience to income risks in normal times, their resilience comes 
from different institutional sources. For administrative elites, the stable 
salary offered by the powerful redistribution system provides them 
with income security, while the income security for market elites as 
a whole comes from their entrepreneurial skills and various sources 
of income supported by a well-functioning market system. However, 
under the conditions of the Covid-19 pandemic, with the functioning 
of the market system being impaired, the factors provided by the 
redistribution system became the sole pillar of resilience to income 
risk. Consequently, administrative elites and market elites likely faced 
completely different circumstances in terms of income loss during the 
pandemic.

Empirically, through an analysis of CGSS 2021 data, we found that 
while the pandemic resulted in a universal experience of income loss 
across Chinese society, market elites suffered a more pronounced 
decline, whereas administrative elites experienced a more modest 
decrease. In other words, administrative elites enjoyed significantly 
more advantage in safeguarding their income during Covid-19 than 
market elites, which is consistent with our theoretical arguments. 
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Moreover, in regions characterised by higher foreign trade decline, 
where market closure was severe, market elites experienced further 
income loss, while administrative elites in areas with more severe 
Covid-19 outbreaks, where the redistribution system was further 
strengthened, experienced less income loss. Mediation analysis 
showed that compared with the non-elite group, administrative elites 
had a higher probability of fixed pay, which is the most important 
source of resilience to income risk during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
while market elites had a lower probability of having it. These 
disparities underscored the differing sources of income security 
between the two types of elites and the changes in the effectiveness 
of these sources during the pandemic.

We believe that the findings of this study provide empirical 
evidence for the significant role of sector segregation in social 
stratification in today’s China. In traditional class schemas, 
administrative elites and market elites belong to the same social 
class: they share similar International Socioeconomic Index (ISEI) of 
occupational status scores, possessing significantly higher absolute 
incomes, educational levels, and social prestige compared to others. 
The stark difference in income losses between these two types of 
elites during the pandemic can be attributed to the fact that one 
group is in the public sector, with the redistribution system providing 
a safety net for their income, while the other is in the private sector, 
lacking such rigid guarantees although they have their own sources 
of income security during normal times. In other words, in China, 
the disparity between the public and private sectors in terms of 
providing labour security is an important facet of sector segregation. 
The term “labour security” was first proposed by the economist Guy 
Standing. According to Standing (1995), labour security encompasses 
not only job stability but also multiple dimensions, including 
the stability of different professions in response to labour market 
fluctuations, protection from all kinds of workplace harm, and so on. 
It effectively reflects an individual’s occupational resilience when 
facing significant external shocks. Subsequently, Standing further 
applied the perspective of labour security to analyse all professions 
and proposed a stratification of occupations, which is the foundation 
for modern social stratification, based on levels of labour security 
(2008). Therefore, the significance of this study extends far beyond 
a mere discussion of the experiences of different elites in the unique 
context of the Covid-19 pandemic. Scholars have observed a trend 
toward public sector in employment choices across Chinese society 
in recent years: there has been a surge in interest in civil service 
careers among the youth and a growing preference among university 
graduates for employment within government agencies, public 
institutions, and state-owned enterprises in recent years (Li, Xiang, 
and Gui 2021). Behind all these trends, the higher levels of security 
associated with positions within the redistribution system act as a 
crucial factor.

Furthermore, the diverging income losses experienced by 
administrative and market elites during Covid-19 may have long-
term effects. For market elites, these setbacks may influence their 
confidence in government and market institutions, subsequently 
affecting their behaviour in the realms of business management and 
other facets of social engagement. However, administrative elites 
become increasingly aware of their advantageous position and make 
efforts to consolidate their privileges. Given the substantial societal 

influence wielded by elite groups in comparison to the general 
populace, the anticipated shifts in their attitudes and behaviours have 
the potential to engender profound and lasting effects on Chinese 
society. Further research is warranted to explore such issues in depth.

Nevertheless, when reevaluating this issue from the perspective 
of income volatility, market elites were more likely to witness both 
deteriorations and improvements in income during the pandemic 
compared to non-elites. Conversely, although administrative elites 
faced a lower likelihood of income deterioration compared to non-
elite groups, their prospects for income improvement showed no 
significant difference. In other words, despite the overarching power 
of structural factors driving income changes during the Covid-19 
pandemic, the entrepreneurial skills typical of market elites continued 
to demonstrate its significance.

This study also has some limitations. Due to the cross-sectional 
nature of the CGSS data, the measurement of income loss relies 
solely on subjective measurements, as it is not possible to track 
objective income changes for the same individuals before and after 
the pandemic, potentially affecting measurement validity. However, 
given the current circumstances, this is the only publicly available 
nationally representative data in China that surveyed income changes 
during the pandemic, so this variable was still used to measure 
income loss during Covid-19. As more survey data covering the 
period of the Covid-19 pandemic become available, we look forward 
to scholars using panel data to test the findings of this study.

While the Covid-19 pandemic is receding, we consider that, 
as long as China is still experiencing the transition from a society 
of growth to a society of stasis, where high-quality employment 
opportunities is hard to get while the aspirations of the middle 
class to maintain their status and the desire for upward social 
mobility among the disadvantaged remain strong, security shaped 
by the sector segregations will always be an important stratification 
standard and can help reach a deeper understanding of today’s 
Chinese society.
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